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"[Bill Knott's] poems are so naive that the  
question of their poetic quality hardly arises. . . .  
Mr. Knott practices a dead language." —Denis  
Donoghue, New York Review of Books, May 7,  
1970 
 
[Bill Knott's poems are] typically mindless. . . .  
He produces only the prototaxis of idiocy. . . .  
Rumor has it that Knott's habit of giving his birth  
and terminal dates together originated when he  
realized he could no longer face the horror of a  
poetry reading he was scheduled to give." — 
Charles Molesworth, Poetry (Chicago) Magazine,  
May 1972 
 
"[Bill] Knott's work tends today to inspire strong  
dismissal. . . . [He's] been forced to self-publish  
some of his recent books. . . . [B]ad—not to  
mention offensively grotesque—poetry. . . .  
appalling . . . . maddening . . . . wildly uneven . . .  
adolescent, or obsessively repetitive . . .  
grotesqueries . . . . [His] language is like thick,  
old paint . . . his poems have a kind of prickly  
accrual that's less decorative than guarded or  
layered . . . emotionally distancing . . . .  
uncomfortable. Knott . . . is a willful . . . irritating  
. . . contrarian." —Meghan O'Rourke, Poetry  
(Chicago) Magazine, Feb 2005 
 
"[Bill Knott is] malignant . . ."—Christopher  
Ricks, The Massachusetts Review, Spring 1970 
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"[Bill Knott's work] consists almost entirely of  
pointless poems, that say disgusting things. . . .  
[His poetry is] tasteless . . . and brainless." — 
Michael Heffernan, Midwest Quarterly, Summer  
1973 
 
"Knott is making capitol on poetic fashion,  
attempting belatedly to enter the canon of the  
Language poets by reviving the idiom of Ezra  
Pound. [His work] so successfully defies  
communicating anything that one wonders what  
[his publisher] had in mind. . . . Knott, it may be  
recalled, "killed" himself in the early 1960s."  
—R. S. Gwynn, The Year in Poetry, DLB  
Yearbook 1989 
 
"Consider Bill Knott, a poet who writes lots of  
very short poems that are nothing but bombast."  
—Josh Hanson, Livejournal, 28/06/07:  
http://josh-hanson.livejournal.com/26249. html 
 
"Eccentric, uneven . . . poet Bill Knott is not [fit]  
to win prizes . . . [His work is] thorny . . .  
rebellious, avant-garde . . . ."  —Robert Pinsky,  
Washington Post.com, April 17, 2005 
 
"[Bill Knott is] incompetent . . ." 
—Alicia Ostriker, Partisan Review (date? 1972?) 
 
"Bill Knott, the crown prince of bad judgment." 
—Ron Silliman, Silliman's Blog, June 26, 2007 
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"[Bill Knott's poetry is] queerly adolescent . . .  
extremely weird. . . personal to the point of  
obscurity. . . his idiosyncrasy has grown  
formulaic, his obscure poems more obscure, his  
terse observations so terse they scoot by without  
leaving much of a dent in the reader. . . . There is  
a petulance at work [in his poetry]. . . . [H]is style  
has grown long in the tooth. . . . In fact, [Knott is] 
unethical." 
—Marc Pietrzykowski, Contemporary Poetry  
Review  
(http://www.cprw.com/Pietrzykowski/beats.htm) 
 
"Bill Knott's [poetry is the equivalent of]  
scrimshaw. . . . [He's] either self-consciously  
awkward or perhaps a little too slangily up-to- 
date." —Stephen Burt, New York Times Book 
Review, November 21, 2004 
 
"Bill Knott['s] ancient, academic ramblings are  
part of what's wrong with poetry today.  Ignore  
the old bastard." —Collin Kelley (from "They  
Shoot Poets Don't They" blog, August 08, 2006) 
 
"Bill Knott bores me to tears." —Curtis Faville,  
http://compassrosebooks.blogspot.com/2009 
/05/moore-formalism-post-avant-part-three.html 
 
"Bill Knott . . . is so bad one can only groan in  
response." —Peter Stitt, Georgia Review, Winter 
1983  
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"[Bill Knott's books are] filled with venom. . . .  
Knott seems to hate himself . . . and he seems to  
hate his readers." —Kirk Robinson, ACM (date?) 
 
"Bill Knott's poems are . . . rhetorical fluff . . . and  
fake." —Ron Loewinsohn, TriQuarterly, Spring 
1970 
 
"Bill Knott's a prissy little moron." 
—Matthew Henriksen,  
http://hyacinthlosers.blogspot.com/, March 23,  
2009 
 
"Bill Knott should be beaten with a flail." 
—Tomaz Salamun, Snow, 1973 
 
* 
I could quote many other lovenotes like the ones 
above, but thought I'd leave some space here for 
write-in consensus: 
 
________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________ 
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Copyright 2010 Bill Knott 
 
 
 
* 
this edition: September 28, 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* 
The poems in this book are fictional.   
Names, characters, places and incidents  
are either the product of the author's  
imagination or are used ficticiously.  Any  
resemblance to actual events, locales or  
persons, living or dead, is entirely  
coincidental.   
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INTRO NOTES 
 
* 
I've done many syllabic poems over the years. 
 
Obviously, in addition to all my other faults as a poet, I have a 
tin-ear and no skill in writing metrically . . . 
 
It's that particular shortcoming which led to this counting and 
curtailing of lines as a means of measure. 
 
Many if not all of these are rhymed—as Elizabeth Daryush in 
her 'Note on Syllabic Metres' advises: 
"Rhyme is almost indispensable, but since it can be  
unaccented need be neither over-obvious nor monotonous." 
 
Of course some poets have written wonderful syllabic 
poems without rhyme.   
 
It seems odd that there has never been (to my knowledge) an 
anthology of syllabic verse by poets writing in English. 
 
* 
I think my interest in syllabics began when I started writing 
sonnets—they seemed to demand a rigor I was not capable of, 
and in my need for a work-method of composition, I found that 
restricting each line to ten syllables often helped the process. 
This became a deliberate strategy at times.   
 
So probably most of the syllabic poems I've written are sonnets, 
some of which are included in this selection. 
 
* 
Where there are variant lines, I note them. 
 
* 
The order is random, neither chronological or thematic. 
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OFFENSE OF THE MIST (hendecasyllabics) 
 
Stamp inside my bathroom mirror the flesh steams 
Pout with desire that must fade awake to find       
Adonises never fairer fauned than mine 
Whose handsomeness waits just wisps away it seems 
 
To him shivering over the sheenshed glass 
Or is he sheer suppressing the emergence 
Of many gods who would have succored presence 
Once affront such fallen minor forms unless 
 
The vapor kissing this razorblade purepours 
Sure its shorebank will brook no pollutant face 
Unlookly as that streamyfaux Narcissus 
If gendered beauty can fountain up more source 
 
Cognizant as such should any boy grown old 
Still feel his tepid tap run its course to cold. 
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 CURTAIN UP 
 
The last whirling dervish to drop 
Beholds transfixed what those who stop 
Dancing an instant prior can't: 
His veil is pierced by orbs that grant 
 
The properly-spiritual leer 
A picture which should inspire fear. 
They say the face of God, maybe— 
In my case I would probably 
 
Flashback to 1961 
Where filmqueen Romy Schneider's gone 
Down on co-star Alain Delon 
To pose for my holy vision. 
 
They're flung in bed with me between. 
See us there: I am their screen. 
 
 
 
 
(octosyllabic, with a variant last line) 
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OEDIPUS RIDDLED (heptasyllabics) 
 
the course of his crime unfolds 
each time at a blind crossroads 
whose four legs forever show 
less murderous ways to go 
but every young man must opt 
to stand his ground and stay stopped 
so to prove unmoved he waits 
daily till he demonstrates 
to the empty thoroughfare 
how brave how bold how strong there 
beneath noon's knelled prophecies 
bound to meet all enemies 
on his own two feet alone 
or has he halted hearing 
the stepsound of his unknown 
father's cane tap tap nearing 
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THE HUNGER (enneasyllabics) 
 
If a path to the Gingerbread House 
could be established by breaking crumbs 
off its edifice and sprinkling them 
so as to find what lies behind us 
 
across the featureless fairytale 
void of childhood: yet how very quick 
that trick wears out when the story's track 
takes hold, takes toll, a far-older trail 
 
prevails, we're forced to give up this lost 
cause; and the fact is that every last 
morsel was gone long before the you 
 
or I might totter our way back here 
to try to dissuade all these other 
Hansel-Gretels hollering in queue.
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POEM 
 
You'd have us compare madness in a glass 
and then for contrast's sake strike one face from  
that frame, one name off that list just to see  
who's left.  But all the asylum I am,  
 
that whole alpha-non-grata of heads torn  
from the page can't disengage your veil slur  
stare where I sit, I wait, I browse my state,  
I collate these collected offlurks of.   
  
To attain the state each stark strives for, all 
that sill is unevolved, a thumbless clone 
halfway home, desiring these threshold scenes  
be furthest strand.  These never near at hand. 
 
To die in a once sense, once in a sense. 
My necktie longs to rise and tongue my brow. 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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MIDDAY WORKBREAK (after Montale) 
 
Lunch to forget the morning's sweat 
Against a wall along whose top 
Broken glass has been set to stop 
Thieves' incursions: sit back and let 
 
Each limb find ease in dream beyond 
A rest-time undisturbed by cries 
From highest nests when summer tries 
To place entire its days upon 
 
The hour we swelter in down here— 
Even those nearest earth, the ants, 
Even they can't span more distance, 
Or map one noon-nap's short career: 
 
None of us can orienteer 
The maze sun sees in that mirror 
This wall uplifts in rifts of shards 
Wherein our lives all labor towards 
Their end and never quite get there. 
 
 
Note: 
transversion of Eugenio Montale's  
"Meriggiare Pallido E Assorto," from his 
first book Ossi de sepia (1925). 
 
 
(octosyllabics)  
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GETTOGETHER  
 
backyard barbecue 
I repeat over the heat 
what my doctor said 
to anyone who'll listen 
juice oozes from the red meat 
 
 
(tanka) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[HAIKU] 
 
raindrops windowpane 
I can't see myself wearing 
more daring outfits 
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PUTATIVE POEM FROM SAMURAI ERA 
 
he made a haiku 
before his blade took my head 
why not a tanka 
tanka would have let me live 
fourteen syllables longer 
 
 
(tanka) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
KNOT (Hendecasyllabics) 
 
After you've sewn it, bite the thread off my grave— 
Please leave no loose seam of me to wave above 
The bones unknitting, the flesh unweaving love. 
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INSTRUCTIONS TO A MAP 
 
Approach, map; let me spread your lats out here    
and shape them to that abject attitude    
conducive to embarkation: lie square  
while my coarsest cartographies intrude 
 
with plumblines cast that fourways force embrace 
newground boundaries as I toss more throngs 
of tapemeasures in loops across your longs 
and leave them involuted there to trace 
 
fix each secret breach of all our borders     
so dumbfound for terra incognitas 
where my lost flesh enrobes your erasures: 
underfoot I will track these meanders  
 
and stamp down every territory town 
till none can ever drive outside my own. 
 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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COMMUTER SKILLS NEEDED 
 
I'm like a spaceship flooded with roadmaps: 
The guidebooks that marked and led me here are  
Archaic.  All the ways they praise have lapsed. 
 
They program mirage the moments I know—  
Even my going home fails threshold then; 
The path I nailed's a trail of blood whose flow 
 
Is like what, a heritage halt, but just 
How extinct can I get by existing,  
Must I recant the past or can I trust 
 
My family when they promise me some 
Of us have not abandoned what crumbling 
Almanachs applaud in words verbatim 
 
From Star Ache reruns: they say our save screen  
Is full of the old jism, the thumb-jam. 
Can one yuckskull of us hold that vision 
 
Safe, can they fly off fled within its sky?   
From vid to vid we lean, to wave goodbye. 
It's like that thing that whatsit wrote, but I 
 
Know it's mostly misquote.  It don't apply. 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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GROUP PHOTOGRAPH (THE EARLY YEARS) 
 
Most biographies of the Moderns share 
A common pose: ranks of raw youth appear 
Often capped and gowned, uniformly there— 
It looks alike in all such Lifes we read. 
 
Torn from some album somewhere, its focus 
Is general: all the figures are crushed 
Anonymously together and lost— 
Just, some airbrush has dinked a single head. 
 
Imagine rummaging through raindrops on 
Transmundane panes and eenymeenywhile  
Plucking from amongst them 'Source of the Nile'! 
 
How of this many is there but one self— 
Whose underneath name obtains its caption— 
In book beside book, on shelf after shelf? 
 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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THE SINGULAR (enneasyllabics) 
 
Whistlecraft aloft in the blue, birds, 
belief has assured me your choral 
enthroatments are whole and yet I spell 
them out as similar to our words— 
 
Your songs define you while mine unvoice 
my field of lieu and fail to call up 
a likeness new enough from the group 
auguring each face its fate.  The choice 
 
seems too great for me but you seem to 
flourish as flocks beyond your final 
ornifact which Braque for one pictures 
 
all wingspan style, his pursuit single 
as I used to be.  Is he more true 
tracing the tune that eludes my ears? 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: 
After Braque: singleness/wholeness; individual/group; 
poetry/art; etcet—?  
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TEMPTROUSSEAU  
  
The clock is dressed in drag, I mean it wears   
space instead of its own proper aspect—   
but if it wore time, would it disappear—   
isn't visibility an effect  
  
of transvestism, that shield/pastime whose   
crosscausal aim unmasks the eye: must you  
assume the costume of the other to   
be here, to present the sense with an ess . . .   
  
Narcissus saw his guise decked out all ruse,  
but if there were none, what would our true clothes  
consist of, our rig rags, our regalia—   
  
Whose dapper element dons us: Einstein's   
continuum, or Flaubert's confidence   
that come the same the Bovary c'est Moi? 
 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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CELEBRATION  
  
The conversation-pit is filled to the level  
Of the floor with the soil of former parties here—  
Crushed cigarettes, napkins, all kinds of cocktail swill—  
We stand at its edge, grinning, wondering who's there:  
  
Is there some version of us lost in that rubbish.  
Such a Pompeii probably took years of soirees.  
Where's the carpet to cover it—dense, bottomless,  
It makes the livingroom around it seem empty.  
  
And why get superstitious—why greet our fellow   
Guest from way across this trashhold—since we must know  
Its surface could bear our most intimate meetings.  
  
Oh, somewhere the host is winking working elbows,   
Showing no embarrassment—but here we have grown   
Sober over the grave of what greater gatherings. 
 
 
 
 
 
(dodecasyllabics) 
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THE TRESPASS 
 
On every corner I stand the street ends. 
Others zoom home ignoring curbs and stops 
And find themselves in family or friends 
 
But I observe the sign don't cross this line. 
I obey the words that say back away. 
I mind these limits shown in case they're mine: 
 
I share their lawful urge to prohibit— 
My own words witness so many sanctions 
How dare I unsubmit to any writ. 
 
I can't jaywalk or say I wonder why 
Verbotens written then can still turn now 
The unstoniest road to a no go by. 
 
What's wondering me here is not this halt 
Or prior heedings where I nearly see 
Such blocks and stalls and balks are all my fault— 
 
I note the welcome-mat at the center 
Of my maze: how each sole turns back relieved 
To have found a spot it cannot enter. 
 
What's wondering me then is what attends 
To nothing I say on my way nowhere. 
On every corner I stand the street ends. 
 
 
(decasyllabics, line 12 variant) 
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31 SYLLABLES 
 
even the wisest 
(even the esteemed poets 
who when I was young 
acclaimed me as promising) 
have at times been proven wrong 
 
 
(tanka) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EVERY RIFT WITH ORE 
 
How fiercely foilsome the facial knife shivs 
its two blades up to where the forehead ends 
in wound-deep-wedged widow's-peaks: how weakly 
the old hero hair-line fights back and fends, 
each pass of day fewer gray strands save me— 
how deadly dull's the duel our sword lives. 
 
 
(decasyllabic) 
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ROMANCE (Hendecasyllabics) 
 
But when it had engulfed them all two by two, 
the Ark itself became a greater creature, 
an omni animal. And yet Noah knew, 
surely this new behemoth shall also pair 
 
and mate now, and that unlike the beasts before 
this one is destined then to find true marriage: 
because as soon as his keel breaks the water, 
born beneath it will be that surface image 
 
none of us desires to engage in divorce— 
Natural nuptial partner, mirrored other, 
the Ark's clone would emerge from nowhere out there 
 
in the waves. And upside down hold bound the course, 
faithfully accompany her spouse across 
any world to reach at last their offspring shore. 
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THERE'S THE RUB 
 
Envying young poets the rage 
You wish you could reverse your night 
And blaze out born on every page 
As old as them, as debut-bright. 
 
Child of that prodigal spotlight 
Whose wattage now is theirs to wage— 
What gold star rite you wish you might 
Raise revised to its first prize stage. 
 
But listen to my wizened sage: 
He claims there's one disadvantage 
Should time renew you neophyte— 
 
There'd be one catch you'd hate, one spite: 
Remember if you were their age 
You'd have to write the way they write. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(octosyllabic) 
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OCTNOV AGAIN 
 
The year's wrapping comes undone: foliage tied 
By sun-strung cords is cut and cast aside 
 
To present the godsends, the great last gifts 
Time donates to its ingrates, sad thankthrifts  
 
Who throughout their dotage-dole still forget 
The parcelly-priceless rose of regret 
 
Never stemmed them against one bestowed weed— 
(Why can't our greed grant instead of our need: 
 
Each field and tree stripped packing, boneward bare, 
Was nowhere on our wish-list: we'd prefer 
 
Ribbon-prinked paper/a crepe-plush pinkbow 
Glitzing forth their vulgar veneer: and now 
 
Mocked by how little of its kitsch remains, 
We crave our carton, not what it contains.) 
 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics)  
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TO MYSELF 
 
Poetry 
can be 
the magic 
carpet 
 
which you say 
you want, 
but only 
if you 
 
stand willing 
to pull 
that rug out 
 
from under 
your own 
feet, daily. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(alternating trisyllabic/bisyllabic, with a variant  
last stanza which reverses the pattern of this  
weave to trip up the toe a sprawl or two) 
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CHRISTMAS AT THE ORPHANAGE 
 
But if they'd give us toys and twice the stuff 
most parents splurge on the average kid, 
orphans, I submit, need more than enough; 
in fact, stacks wrapped with our names nearly hid 
the tree where sparkling allotments yearly 
guaranteed a lack of—what?—family?— 
 
I knew exactly what it was I missed: 
(did each boy there feel the same denials?) 
to share my pals' tearing open their piles 
meant sealing the self, the child that wanted 
to scream at all You stole those gifts from me; 
whose birthday is worth such words? The wish-lists 
they'd made us write out in May lay granted 
against starred branches. I said I'm sorry. 
 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabic) 
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SELF-PORTRAIT OF THE POET AS HYENA 
 
Kindly deferrer to lions, 
Late flocks of vultures, packs of winds. 
 
Last to destroy the lost, discreet, 
A shy, toothpick aristocrat. 
 
Servile, even, leaning over 
Droves of bones who disdain such care, 
 
Who in their marrow preen and bear 
Huge swarms of self, a hubris herd. 
 
Is that why he laughs—why he finds 
Joy in these humiliations, 
 
These measured modesties that mass 
And make him eat his words at last? 
 
How strange it is to stay astride 
This prey, to taste its pride of pride. 
 
 
 
 
 
(octosyllabics) 
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ANOTHER HOLE FOR W. R. RODGERS   
  
Speak like a singularity, a lack  
residing deep inside every lock, just  
past the point keys can jab: against all thrust  
make safe-ensure your door's core is held back,  
  
for reckless access to this pure center    
quarks more quintessence than taking exits    
from those pried voids whose secret quickly sates:  
ubiquitous if Space presses Enter.  
  
Which inadmissible sill still calls loud   
with imagine: our skeleton keeping  
each such portal neither open nor shut,  
  
unhoused of that exclusive dustborne cloud  
we breathe, though there must be something  
it accumulates, accommodates: what?   
 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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BAT HABIT (or, Who's that Coughing in My 
    Coffin?) 
 
bats are the nicotine of night 
that's why I always need a light 
ten packs o' Dracs a day or die    
my lung-caves crave that fang-wing high  
 
have skreak-skreak addicts ever quit 
yea though it blinds us we find it 
when I unearth that undead stash 
each toke burns choked through a neck-gash 
 
bat-weed bleeds me butts and gobbets 
should switch to cygnet cigarets  
get righteous off swan-white filt-tips 
 
but it's not bad this bite-throat smoke 
I can brag gloat after I croak 
Vlad the Inhaler loved my lips 
 
 
 
Note: 
Line 14: a pun on Vlad the Impaler, medieval prince  
legendary for cruelty and evil deeds, inspiration for  
the vampire in Bram Stoker's Dracula. 
 
 
 
(octosyllabics) 
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DREAM AMID BED-WOODS 
 
You must pull down sheets from these linen trees, 
Blankets too, a pillowcase in full leaf, 
But can't: to snooze amongst their fruits, beneath 
The sheath of that composite canopy's 
 
Roost, you must raise yourself past hammock heights— 
Up where its deepest roots feel doubly sapped, 
That dormitory orchard might lie wrapped  
And ripe with you, whose foliage still invites 
 
More lure of surface sleep.  But must you trust 
The ease in these boughs, the sway of whose loft 
So often now wakes vows to never rest, 
 
To somehow remain alow, to resist 
All berth above: you must push off this soft 
Palleted grove, this tall, forest mattress. 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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TRANSHENDECULOUS 
 
Granted every poet "constantly aspires 
towards the condition of music," that sphere 
of perfection which Walter Pater declares 
the other arts must humble themselves before: 
 
so why shouldn't I kneel by the podium 
and beg the conductor to leave her baton 
propped upon my proselyte head like a sword 
knighting me until I can hardly rise from 
 
that ideal sill: one could have no grail beyond 
that grace; could never long for that pated wand 
to guide your own quest: its shadow bids us toward 
 
the stead path still, sticking out over the brow 
like some penile spitcurl: so why not die there 
while maestro Mater makes his lowest bow? 
 
 
Note: 
"In music, then, rather than in poetry, is to be found 
the true type or measure of perfected art." —Pater. 
Title: Trans(from poetry to music/from Pater to  
Mater)hendec(-asyllabics)ulous(ridic- of no-brow me to 
adumbrate the Great Pate). 
 
 
 
(hendecasyllabic, with a variant last line) 
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PARABLE FROM CHILDHOOD 
 
Something about a pond, and on the pond 
a paper boat; something about a child's 
act, dropping a pebble upon that boat 
to study the effect: but then to let 
other pebbles fall to see if it holds, 
to kneel there spilling them one after one 
until, until finally . . . If I weigh 
this poem down with much more, it too will sink— 
 
Writing my poems of a boy on the brink 
has shown how ripples horizoned by sky 
remain the only real cargo aboard 
whatever that craft that unmoored us was, 
and yet why he treasured such passages. 
Saying they be lost we would launch each word. 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
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LAST ON EVERY LIST 
 
Each schoolroom tells them who they are, 
But rollcall always goes too far 
 
So what boy listens any more 
Beyond his own responsive roar— 
 
If names get lost in roster blur 
The zed lad's shout may not occur: 
 
Throughout that endless classmate choir 
One final voice will still aspire. 
 
Like him the poet waits aware 
He'll harken heed all others there 
 
While he of course remains obscure, 
His word ignored and ergo pure: 
 
Unheard it screams in every ear 
Its absent claim of being "Here!" 
 
 
 
 
(octosyllabics) 
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GRANT PROPOSAL (Category: Performance Arts) 
 
I want to go out each day at noon and stand 
On top of our Capitol's highest highrise, 
Where aircurrents stack, where storms restore themselves, 
Where the crossroads of sky are swept by radar, 
 
Up there, buffeted, stand, cupping in my hands 
A gleam of gold-dust, a handful of gold-dust 
Doled out to me each day by our State, by you 
The modest mandarins of its Arts Council, 
 
Trustees all, you whose grace I must stand for there 
And being thus empowered begin to pour 
The gold-dust back and forth, pour it in sifts from 
 
Hand to hand until the wind has left my palms 
Bare, please note that length of project will vary 
Daily, at noon, and not one grain remains. 
 
 
 
 
Note: 
Line 2: Capitol with an 'o'—meaning "the citadel of  
government" (OED), its cloistered towers, atop the tallest of  
which the applicant desires to venture. Line 6: maybe  
"gleam" should be "flash"? I associate the former with earth,  
the latter, sky. "In the things that arise [buildings or  
structures of any sort], earth is present as the sheltering  
agent," Heidegger avers in 'The Origin of the Work of Art.'  
 
 
 
(Hendecasyllabics, with a variant last line.) 
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RODIN'S THINKER (pentasyllabics) 
 
To reduce my thought 
to none is my aim 
to spite the trite name 
that bit chisel brought 
 
me knee elbow bound 
thick fist to forehead 
pedestal pasted 
niched on no good ground. 
 
Even Rilke was 
caught by the craft craze 
of this forger, this 
 
make god. May steeples 
hoist up our pure souls 
to people their walls. 
 
 
 
Note: 
This could be included in the selection of ekphrastics 
that make up the second half of this doublebook. 
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1946 
 
The year noir was born; the year Nazis hid 
In monasteries to restore their force; 
Peace, but peace that made some things even worse 
Than they were pre-war: I was just a kid, 
 
Hard at play, cap pistols, hooky, apples 
Filched through a farm fence: then my mother dies, 
Killed illegal abortion style by guys 
Quoting God, his badboy lies, his bibles. 
 
Pope Vandal burnt the last Complete Sappho 
Publicly, my mother was butchered in 
A secret site; their results much the same, 
 
So I blame him and him and him and him, 
All of them from Adam onwards are men, 
Meaning me, meaning the worst thing I know. 
 
 
 
Note: In 1073, Pope Gregory VII ordered the public  
burning of all books containing the poetry of Sappho. 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics) 
 
 
 



 40 

STRAND 
 
To swim in water colored green 
means you may never reach the shore— 
but if the waves are blue, then you 
might revive your stroke and strike more. 
 
Past surface shades could find the one 
arranging dust, the hue your own 
adequately echoes, earth tone. 
 
Neither primary nor pastel, 
its prism all but shallow bathes 
every island that can be found 
in scenes preserved by paint: it saves 
 
the picturesque yet quickly drowns 
our honed harbor, your wake, your wake 
says, flowing home beneath no ground. 
 
 
 
 
(octosyllabics) 
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ADMASS (ORBIT) 
 
The comet whose path is contentment 
shall seldom appear: compared to it 
Halley's daily. What eye flared to it 
can spy that rarest speck in the spent 
 
of space debris—moonspat asteroid 
magi GPS Bethlehem by, 
bauble the Hubble holds in gem-high 
illumination. What vocation void 
 
I have to pray for that view ray caught 
by truer poets, whose verse converts 
at first sight. What may they sing as sought 
in such light, but I will not pay church 
 
no matter how witchburn-bright that tailsphere 
nails our night with its sales pitch Christ Here. 
 
 
 
 
(Enneasyllabics, line 13 variant.) 
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A MEDIUM TO DOUBTERS 
 
How can I make you sit 
Beneath the clairvoyant's 
High-table at seance, 
And, while her tongue transmits 
Some tremulant spirit's 
Long-withheld voice in trance,  
Make you tongue her clit, 
You true communicants?  
 
 
(hexasyllabics, line 7 variant) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WISH I COULD (AND DO IT IN 31 
   SYLLABLES) 
 
like someone whose quick 
halt in the midst of traffic 
to check his wrist makes 
him late for that appointment— 
that's how to think about death  
 
 
(tanka) 
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BELLTOWER (octosyllabics) 
 
stentor contemptuous of rhymes 
tin-ear deliberately flat 
day out chimes immetrical times 
echoing fate with its that's that 
 
thrown here under what thunder spire 
pray our course lies off some ways else 
how resist this hourly gongfire 
lead us not into numerals 
 
ultra stopless birth death it rains 
baptisms funerals weddings 
shower high teardrops fly ricegrains 
tolling controllably more rings 
 
even if bells themselves all crack 
once they peal there's no appeal back 
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PAGEBOY  
 
poetry is a matter of blond hair 
of course dark works too you could use either   
 
to wit tonsured sonnets and tanka conks  
eclogue shags and song-of-bangs and blank hanks 
 
add pastoral ponytails bob aubades 
pomade odes and scads of other po-modes 
 
brush them out bright for your any-anthol 
dog-ear heads with the year's best doggerel 
 
some word-gel helps if linebreak-curls won't hold 
yet each poet fears her verse coiffure's bald  
 
and the cowlick couplets the tress tercets 
dread every stylist's editorial cuts 
 
see formalist beehives and langpo buns 
all cling together when the big comb comes   
 
braid bards scalp skalds locklyric laureates 
scared half their heaneys are a pollard yeats 
  
let's tip our toupee to a topknot trope  
before my permpoem flips its meter-mop 
 
if the quicktrim rhythms they parnass-parse 
today don't shampoo my poor metaphors 
 
away I want to take and scan each strand  
syllabic-chic and make it mane-enjambed  
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though most of the time I'd like to rhyme that    
maybe-mussed-a-bit muse Erato's ringlet 
 
 
 
 
 
(decasyllabics, with a variant last line) 
 
 
 
 



 46 

DAS LIED (octosyllabics) 
 
Should I have ear-pods cued ready 
to shove in my head as I die 
Beethoven's Fifth or the Mahler 
whateverth; does death rank rare 
enough, once-occurant, to rate 
a soundtrack: background tunes? too late— 
when I page my old days through now, 
meager-all merit music; no 
date among them is worth raising 
from its quantum of occasion 
with any en passant popchant, 
much less symphonic revival; 
so why the hell would this final 
event warrant accompliment.  
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OVERNIGHT FREEZE (heptasyllabics) 
 
Window-glints of ice glaze fast 
what last night flashed the mudflats, 
 
down in which dawn has found pressed 
small animal tracks: inch-niched 
 
skylights affix these quick paths— 
Each step is trapped beneath slats 
 
of translucency attached 
rime to rim: they sit there ditched, 
 
puttied into glare hatches— 
All around the ground looks patched 
 
and spattered with puddle-thatch, 
but note rather this etched stretch 
 
where a late trotter's tread's latched 
with pondgild on its ledge trench: 
 
how glitter-together cached; 
incandescently encased. 
 
Not bins or barns' coiled harvest, 
glozen molds hold placed this trace, 
 
bold encroachments caught across: 
each hoof-, paw-, claw- mark's embossed 
 
by its lunge run: each rut crests 
to extend its range, end-launched— 
 
 



 48 

it must hate these lit nimbus 
lids, must wince beneath such frost— 
 
sun has tamed them flame of squints 
yet some after-image haunts: 
 
Lands on every side lie creased    
with spoor that mars their hard crust 
 
and floorflares most summer's waste 
imagination, that pinch 
 
not worth pittance, that thin purse 
clutching what breast abundance 
 
of flurry foliage tossed, prize 
profligate with years' penance 
 
whose cease has summoned what peace— 
tarp white winter's carapace 
 
tries to hide that mislaid dust 
carrion in graneries 
 
and bury deeper what grace 
war's jarrior deifies— 
 
what Troy, what toy's sacrifice 
leaks justification, beast 
 
whose Homered oathwraths can't match 
this farmstead's secular crafts— 
 
Beyond the coop's chickenhatch 
pieces of a greenhouse burst 
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up from the clays as ghosts pass 
to implant sole-sills for what's    
 
still clear to me—I approach 
each glimpsy-glaziered gapgulch 
 
afraid my galoshes squelch 
break their skittery sketches 
 
or skidheel slide a childprance 
puncturing every damn sash 
 
I can smash, whatever blanched 
and specious glow my outstanced 
 
kick can dislodge idolfest       
haloes those pit-portholes hoist 
 
from lamb-trample slaughterous 
gods displayed bad raptor hosts— 
 
herds of ape they pasture-traipse  
bestial cattlecats who scratch 
 
paved prowess in the dirt splotch 
like border-dots on mapwatch 
 
or liens miser ledgers clutch 
feral figures for our debts 
 
predator prey pays poets 
that panther pads our wallets 
 
Ted Hughes' cunning hawk-pastiche 
plugs its parrot author rich 
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this savage extravagance 
animates each TV pitch 
 
breakfast lions and leopets 
mad advertiser rabbits 
 
like easter eggs and christ creche 
exist to rake in the cash 
  
as you sit and clicker switch 
from Tiger Attack stabsites 
 
to Martyred Bible Prophets 
can you diff any difference 
 
in sanguinary scams which 
verse-ho's popes and other shits     
 
exchange/exploit for lootsplits 
getcher *guts* getcher *spirits* 
  
festering fetish lame wish 
goldgash wildpack "religious" 
 
imperious dazzlements 
its screen between me unleashed 
 
shall I plain idealize 
the sight.  Pitter pattered glitz 
 
the poorest field-rat can task: 
"Trance entombed, my forage-struts? 
 
strangely crowned with iciclets, 
thaw-askance in silver nets 
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that snag some Nixnaut banished  
from huge spook-lakes diminished 
 
to these mini: spangle-splashed 
and scaly his mermarsh face 
 
is damming yours to a drowse: 
your powers sod, your earth cursed, 
 
bear null this lair's fatal laze— 
bide its nether-tide enclosed, 
 
its potent emptiness poised 
to bolt free, vain, hopeless wish: 
 
train of hymen's bridal dress, 
heil flower drowned mire and mess 
 
in this fecal foul recess— 
delusional any parse 
 
that aspires to soar from smutch           
or scat escape its burnished 
 
prison-urned prism-units 
lathed and locked, crystal cubits      
 
where spot-carpeted carets— 
pools, flood-scummed with gem, facets 
 
unstrung-flung diamond pendants 
it strangles you, chain necklaced. 
 
Immured your murder-led bents 
that followed friendly bloodscents 
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till fangs throat-fonts firmly drenched 
and feast fell anticlimax— 
 
till: cycle lay established, 
again.  Eternal matrix,  
 
your game's destined accidents 
choreograph each pounce once 
 
but here they're preserved in twice: 
cryocrypts halt their advance, 
 
vaults for phantom enpassants— 
stabatjammed their rhythm dance. 
 
Here stands this clearing's essence, 
filmed upon fillspace distance— 
 
oh hear its car-crash score-scants: 
sharkshrieks stilled, prowl-growls silenced. 
 
Look: its slope grows near scar grazed 
with overtook veer.  Fear-crazed 
 
leap-lopes, laned below this sluice 
raid, rapacious avalanche— 
 
this meander labyrinth's 
constellated your hunt-sprints. 
 
Star-quenched in lurid casements 
what vent revives these vagrants. 
 
Plunged in pent, your harms unhitched. 
Sprawled for sleep's random ambush— 
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hibernate, die! sink finished 
along this blank fishtank maze 
 
or wake, with mindblink ablaze— 
see your scintillant depths catch 
 
magic from the mimic glance    
of this mirror while it lasts— 
 
how soon noon will melt to mush 
your hoar hour which Eskimos 
 
have more words for than I, mouse 
Michigander, verminous 
 
mite of this sheer terminus 
the Knott brat teetertoes his 
 
trespass at.  He has spare choice 
and careless proceed he must    
 
toward the devouring bless 
this coldsnap moment's incised 
 
in his own flesh.  Oedipus 
ankled.  Pale autumn's glozes    
 
grail incarnations of slush 
frail trail we fugitives mashed 
 
in the wet soil till chill lashed 
it tight with glacier paces 
 
palls in the mornings' stale mess    
of luminescence.  Sunrise 
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et al.  Against its bright best 
(nature's norm-channel brilliance 
 
versus some thumbed thesaurus) 
this polar-stamped dirt contrasts 
 
my feet in a fret of froze 
silly syllabic sets of rows 
 
extinguished glimmer glimpses 
shattered all their gleams I guess—" 
 
Stoic, lone, those shine-lines cast 
to show no magnificence 
 
or quests quixotic-thrust, just    
folk stalked by their hungriness, 
 
critters croaked, varmints vanished 
species extinct or deathwish— 
 
Theirs is not an innocence 
chosen, their hands are not clenched 
 
on church-prayers' lack-response. 
Their trek unlike ours abounds. 
 
Under gait-grates it waits wise 
in its ways portrayed saycheese—  
 
Carnivore, killer-corps seized; 
poacher captured, frozenchase. 
 
Mid-stride taken, frigid paste 
haste-hail jails this trodden caste. 
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Roadcage for an arctic race; 
shod-zoo stocked with dull dreambrates. 
 
Before the snow's blind expanse 
blunders every further fence    
 
a walk may stop precipice 
top this fierce fenestrate lens 
 
but what happens then depends 
on some lost, glossed over sense. 
 
One might pause to muse that post 
or else forget, astonished. 
 
Or kneel to urge weathers worse 
come seal his brr-brief life's course— 
 
(Let elf and unicorn dash 
climate at its timeliest 
 
congeals their furtive crevasse 
strayhorde stayed for a nor' rest.) 
 
Spurts of rhyme, suicide-sparse 
for obvious sake.  Because 
 
it all seems so colorless. 
The past and everything since. 
 
But our chameleon's footprints— 
have they been paned with stained glass? 
 
 
(there is one variant line here—perhaps you  
spotted it?—: "silly syllabic sets of rows" . . . ) 
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Afternote: 
 
My next to last theoretically-real book (as opposed to 
my vanity volumes) was reviewed 
 
or rather reviled in the Washington Post by MacArthur 
Genius Fellow Edward Hirsch . . . 
 
he drubbed me top to bottom: 
 
of his many condescending scorns and insults, 
 
one in particular sticks in my mind:— 
 
as if to declare that my heinous habit/pathetic practice 
of writing in syllabics 
 
was indeed the ultimate folly, the worst sin of all, 
 
Hirsch sneeringly noted that 
 
"Knott likes to . . . count syllables." 
 
(Poets schooled in the tried-and-trite verities of 
Romanticism are of course suspicious of any form 
which is not "organic.") 
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copyright 2010 by Bill Knott 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* 
 
 
 
 
The poems in this book are fictional.   
Names, characters, places and incidents  
are either the product of the author’s  
imagination or are used ficticiously.  Any  
resemblance to actual events, locales or  
persons, living or dead, is entirely  
coincidental. 
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INTRO NOTE 
 
 
 * 
Like many poets I have used metaphors and 
imagery from the visual arts in the course of my 
verse, 
 
but the poems selected here are particularly 
involved with, are rather more concerned with, 
them—  
 
whether directly as subject matter or in thematic 
enframement— 
 
 
* 
The order of the poems is random. 
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A BACON 
 
An oval invested with teeth; 
the brief orifice of a head 
thread-melted through its tweedboned coat, 
half throatway down a sundial drowned 
 
with chalk-caul runes for avoiding 
such rains: though of course the chew maw 
that crowns this gnome with no likeness 
also barks forth a white porkdrip, 
 
unsustenance for those of us 
who seek a resemblance here: see  
how the magician longs to saw     
the swordswallower in half.  Now  
 
this facial Francis finds our mouth; 
hell toppled by its wells without. 
 
 
 
 
Note:   
not an ekphrastic re one canvas in particular,  
but a response to several of his paintings from  
the 1940s.  "Figure in a Landscape" (1945),  
for example. 
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AGING INTO THE AVANTGARDE 
 
When the mirror paints itself, 
how true to life 
the results seem— 
But when it paints others, well, 
take me, I who have posed so long 
my patience has earned 
the most flattering 
exactitude: so why 
(as the years go by) 
is there this blurring  
appearing where my face is; 
is expressionism occurring? 
 
When it comes to its own  
likeness, it’s photorealism no less— 
the mirror paints itself  
perfectly, whereas 
the one it does of me  
(I can see now as I lean closer) 
in the end turns out to be  
nothing but a sort of art brut: 
the brushstrokes grow 
more fauve, more cobra  
each time I look.
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SKETCH FOR AN ARTIST 
 
A paper lighthouse with crayon beacons 
that make visible 
a glass clinked against a waterfall 
to test the acoustics for 
a concert where we sit and watch 
a thumbprint 
howl out its whorls— 
 
I can draw things like these anytime 
but I can't write them. 
 
 
 
* 
 
 
 
PAINTING VS. POETRY 
 
Painting is a person placed 
between the light and a 
canvas so that their shadow 
is cast on the canvas and 
then the person signs their 
name on it whereas poetry 
is the shadow writing its 
name upon the person.
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READING THE GAPS 
 
At the Museum I go lost down a wrong corridor 
and find myself past a wrong door alone 
inside the Museum's Bomb Shelter, I know 
it's the Bomb Shelter because there's a green 
sign that says so and the paintings, the  
paintings they have hung on display here, 
confirm it.  To survive the Hiroshima pain   
they mind to hang them here.  Seeing this 
"last art" reminds me of our "first poet"— 
Archilochos, whose work survives mostly through 
fragments, through gaps, lacunae they call it.  
Here's a trans. of one, most of it's gone:  
'the fishnets lie in shadow beneath the wall'— 
But there is no shadow beneath this wall. 
And yet those fishnets (lifted) might be these paintings 
I can't for life see why I can't describe—  
they're too much like a mirror, a mirror 
injected into an icicle.  Shiver-dripped shades, 
final veils smeared with three thousand 
years of Western Civ, whose megadeath sketched 
their discountenance, who stretched the nucleus  
of this decision moment of Break Glass In 
Case Of Emergency, fire-hose, ax, no, no! I can't 
desire to proffer such in violence against 
these paintings they portray my face my fate they  
hang from that time-atomized wall Archilochos 
rested against before getting back to work, 
Archilochos who, they say, earned his living 
as a mercenary, i.e. a robocop, a terminator, 
a killer, which is why he's our first poet: 
 
Later in the restaurant as usual I dip the 
wine-list into a glass of water and voila it's 
chablis/rosé because of course miracles are 
common now whereas the latter hope of living 
to read tomorrow today's lacunae isn't. 
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NOTES FROM THE MUSEUM 
 
* 
A museum is too many rooms 
where nothing can be moved; 
one is forgotten in most of them. 
 
* 
A tiptoe theater, full of shushes 
and overly-lit faces whose big 
scene seems always imminent. 
 
But if the cue is anything more 
than a coin-toss, a chance word 
from a spectator’s bypass glance, 
 
this expectation of response 
is your guess, your great stance, 
the stage you hem and haw at. 
 
* 
How the overflow of doorways 
that link all these galleries 
interrupts the paintings’ spaces, 
 
adjusting the land with lack 
and lacunae, thrusting gaps into 
the hushed square of our attention 
 
and ushering us to the question 
of absence, that thief peering in 
on these always-without scenes. 
 
* 
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Are we outside what is shown? 
Made audience, do we attend 
a pageant patient with our pauses 
 
in perception, the solipsistic 
tunnels we hug.  Why otherwise 
is there almost nowhere to sit? 
 
Isn’t it, that the viewers must 
move in order for the viewed 
to remain still.  The authorities 
 
curate these corridors with us— 
offscreen captions ape our attempts 
to evade rigidities they’d impose 
 
until our amblings became 
a Nazi lockstep across this grid 
that exists mostly to secure 
 
the screws that make sure 
the patrons’ plaques are more 
the wall than we are: hungworks 
 
belong to the victor; postwar 
reparations are a chimera— 
this world is bolted in place. 
 
* 
Museums are for the rich: it’s just 
another way they gloat and spit 
on us, the blunt message is See 
 
twice great am I who can afford 
to both buy this hoard and I 
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may also throw it away: this view zoo 
 
is what I feed the animals 
meaning you: gaze-cage where 
I nonplus you with my surplus, 
 
torture you with my morehood, 
here you must worship my worth’s 
leavings, the Picasso I pissed on 
 
before purportedly donating it 
you bet to get a big tax write 
off that really comes of course 
 
from scum like you, you pay the cost 
and the critics conspire my con: 
I own them and you and all this too. 
 
* 
The poor have no right here, 
though ostensibly it’s here 
for us, its existence is built on 
 
our backs, our lacks of education: 
connaisseurs of crap, we’ll buy 
any crud postcard Impressionist 
 
wallpaperers provide—victims of 
fade-forgers who reign everywhere, 
enforcers of the de rigeur; their 
 
efforts to convince us this emptiness 
is otherwise, succeeds: that’s why 
nothing here can ever be touched, 
 
even a fingertip would disturb the 
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dead tenuous alignment of forces 
fragility can only lament from frame 
 
to frame until the all but unshown       
collusion between donors and whore 
curators completes its scam decor. 
 
* 
Numberless our looks languish 
unable to compose their path, 
halting an inch in front of 
 
the canvas; the air is thick with 
incomplete glances, gazes that 
failed to reach these pictures, 
 
overtures toward an unsatisfactory 
climax, unbridgeable the gulf, 
still impotent or frigid the mind 
 
feels confronted by these large 
garish (i.e. visible) examples of 
a wig tossed onto a TV to be 
 
a diva antenna receiving pictures 
from the Tesla Void where 
spysats orbit to catch the planet 
 
in closeup, candid depictions of war's 
centimeter selves, the slimed movement 
of border sorties, incursions that 
 
violate the treaties signed by 
dignitaries retiring with a wing 
named after their Mom and Dad.  
 



 71 

* 
Though our observances are far 
from over, scalped by perspective’s 
relentless blade we wander home 
 
truant now to our other portraits, 
false to their provenance, the lands 
we lost by invading the sanctum 
 
of this museum, serene scene 
we plebs must abhor in front of 
our lives which cannot authenticate 
 
the real exhibit: this wealth of lies 
before whose truth our face is 
forgeries; our eyes un-nude, unseen. 
 
*



 72 

THE SCULPTURE (to SB)   
 
We stood there nude embracing while the sculptor                    
Poked and packed some sort of glop between us                   
Molding fast all the voids the gaps that lay                    
Where we'd tried most to hold each other close                    
 
Under the merge of your breasts and my chest                 
There remained a space above the place our                        
Bellies met but soon that clay or plaster                       
Of paris or state of the art polymer                                 
 
Filled every hollow which we long to fit                   
Then we were told to kiss hug hug harder                       
And then our heat would help to harden it                       
 
We stood there fused more ways than lovers know                   
Before the sculptor tore us away                                  
Forced us to look at what had made us so whole
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POEM 
 
two sculptors duel 
with sabers and chisels 
hacking and honing 
what they create 
will not have 
the stable emptiness of stone 
nor the ephemeral fullness 
of flesh 
like butchers playing 
chicken they slash 
a rain of rubble 
carving away the excess 
whatever crude form 
remains 
after they separate 
the parts that prevent 
them from being one 
will be 
their singular twin standing 
as they grow weak 
on lopped arms 
the tools heavier 
until finally 
less and less 
detail emerges 
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FERNAND KHNOPFF 
 
Days in the lull, gathered afternoons of it,                            
—A touch of star-decals on one's bookbag,—                           
Silence, like a vast confetti of souls, and that                        
Torporic breeze: oh how difficult                                     
 
The culling of love from our facades is.                               
Once, never to go the cling thing seemed what's                         
Sublimest.  Look at those cobwebcrobats,                                 
Skittering skyward, fingerhold, nor toe- .                              
 
Deep down (in my ugh-roots) I longed to brag                                   
My spiel shall deign define no July of these.                           
I'll fall chapter closed across your chest is all.                          
 
Now I am an atrocious expert; who answers                                   
Every question by, "It is very simple:                                    
We must listen to Beauty with frozen ears." 
 
 
Note: 
I don't understand writers who prefer "painterly" 
painters over "literary" painters.  How can I as a poet 
place Cezanne (or Monet, Matisse, etc.) above 
Khnopff, and not be disloyal to myself?  Shouldn't we 
appreciate most those painters willing to stain their 
canvases with some of the impurities of our own art? 
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AT THE MUSEUM THIS WEEK 
 
Poland Through The Centuries a touring 
Exhibition of maps drawn 
By German and Russian cartographers reveals 
There never was a Poland.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[UNTITLED] 
 
Photographs— 
lightningbolts which, 
their shadows having caught up with them, 
perish.  
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ON A DRAWING BY CHARLES 
   TOMLINSON 
 
By a swath of inks the eye 
thinks it sees solidities 
which alter with the watercolor 
way his brush washes its dye 
 
in distance, though even this 
finds a faraway fixed not 
by the surveyor’s plumb but 
by the action of the thumb 
 
delaying all the fingers meant 
to draw out of the paper, 
splashed dry.  The clean grain 
 
catches what it should retain 
if enough pressure pleasure 
is applied to the stain to lie. 
 
 
 
Note:  
Tomlinson is not only a distinctive poet, but a visual 
artist of repute.  His graphics grace the covers of many 
of his books.  This homage attempts to imitate his 
verse style, or one of his verse styles.
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THE SINGULAR (nonasyllabics) 
 
Whistlecraft aloft in the blue, birds, 
belief has assured me your choral 
enthroatments are whole and yet I spell 
them out as similar to our words— 
 
Your songs define you while mine unvoice 
my field of lieu and fail to call up 
a likeness new enough from the group 
auguring each face its fate.  The choice 
 
seems too great for me but you seem to 
flourish as flocks beyond your final 
ornifact which Braque for one pictures 
 
in wingspan style, his pursuit single 
as I used to be.  Is he more true 
tracing the tune that eludes my ears? 
 
 
 
 
Note: 
After Braque: singleness/wholeness; individual/group; 
poetry/art; etcet—? 
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TAROT PORTRAIT 
 
Peeking over the fortuneteller’s shoulder 
Won’t add a sole feature to what is there, 
What your future paints so plainly in view, 
So visible to anyone who isn’t you— 
 
Outside her djinn-lit storefront occult cave 
The streets that steered you forth to dare this brave 
Or foolish quest have failed themselves perhaps 
To escape the daily grid and find some maps 
 
Empty enough to defy place or break 
The bad odds configured still in the stake 
That never wins a hand against this known 
Charade of chance: envision it downthrown 
 
In the rows of her slow shuffle.  And no 
Hexing where you haled from or where you’ll go   
Next-lost round the dark town’s confinements 
Will augur this encounter with a sense   
 
Salient, some savor foresight of what’s cast 
To come in likeness limned at lifelong last: 
Occur by endless tics and whits to stare 
Unavoidably clear at this picture 
 
Urging you share its peer.  Here each suit unseals 
A star that arcs inward through her deals 
Toward the tower you built to spy on 
That distant face your door-key has drawn 
 
 
(stanza break) 
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Each time you insert it and twist it, a line 
Is incised on the canvas: each lock-wind 
Puts another brushstroke to the portrait; 
Opening her arms she frames you for it. 
 
Impersonal, of course: she has no wish 
To harm.  You thought that solitaire was 
The only game with no intent to punish 
Or hurt; thought you were safe in the menace 
 
This tarot chose: but now you see it too 
Lacks malice; its fate-cards portray as true 
Across the table only that which is due 
Or over.  How indifferently it shows 
Those oldest eyes and what they hold exposed. 
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(MURAL) (MONDO) (NULFRESCO) 
 
In Shakespeare's Last Supper the 
disciples (you, me, all of us here) 
are depicted seated alongside where 
He stands at mid-table and grins 
down like an MC at our expressions— 
are we shown, the goblets gleaming,  
gloating as they goad us on to toast 
the centrality of this spokesperson, 
the notional character whereby 
everyone has been sketched vis-à-vis 
the honoree we can only eulogize, 
dependent as we are on His 
moodswings.  Astonished, confused 
by the ultra ups and downs of manic 
means, now we watch, we lean, we pout 
(the whole propitiatory repertoire) 
worried about our survival, inert 
(like a frozen rictus facing its fate) 
unless depression drafts and draws 
us forth the extempore pose, myth,  
puppetary projection, limned mobilary 
mosaic that apes some drab-escapist 
syndrome, imagination.  Which is why 
each evening we pray for a chance 
to cross the ditch-penny distances 
between the footlights and the fear,  
vowing to allow each guise of role 
to kill us, to raise us from the dust, to 
guide us like magi toward summons, 
obediently steered by the stock star 
the marquee, believing our need—   
such faith could pass those deserts 
of farce to find this upper room. 
Sensing the inn beneath us seethe 
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with indifference with doubt, we 
concentrate harder on His remarks 
and jokes, trying to make up for all 
the audiences who've failed this test. 
Never quite reassured by any overt  
wink of His assessing eyes into  
our ranks (are any of us missing— 
was castcall taken?), we keen forward, 
eager for our cues, nervous knowing  
that if there is error here, at a signal  
the maitre d'  will find replacements 
for this testimonial "Eucha-Roast" 
from the rabble stabled downstairs  
where the tavern yawns into its beer. 
Life is rescue from such anonymity.  
Their situation is death, is subject— 
those groundlings can never guess 
how much it crowns to end up here, 
costume-chosen, endowed by makeup 
with certitude, form, identity— 
Who wouldn't be jealous to know 
just how blessed we fictions are!   
And yet every member of our  
Dramatis Personae wonders if s/he 
got jotted into life as whimsically  
as Emperors choose sacrificial 
victims, as any Divine Ruler or 
Hollywood Player and whether 
with a fingerflick Hamlet Portia Timon 
erased, gone, again.  This banquet— 
how many have we attended like it? 
Daily we wait like napkins to get 
opened, held to the face like a mask, 
stained and used then tossed aside 
like paper towels, paper disposables, 
paper identities (similies/metaphors)— 
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like the paper whose headlines fade  
around our names/our fame.  Our bits 
done, our pieces recited, oh it's bits 
alright, it's pieces it crumbles into, 
and yet how avowingly we cry, foils 
corrupted by one front-row cough. 
Exit as trash, as avid kleenex exiled 
in a breath to the canteen of lost 
turns, the greenroom of oblivion. 
Now if there were respite in such  
neglect, a grace period with no need  
to perform, but both in the wings and  
on one's caught, regardless of what's  
true.  Far, near, (hall or gallery) that  
mendicant theater is pursuant always,  
lugging and luring its wares: 
wherever we are, wherever here is  
is also an entrance, a set of false steps,  
(bright-lit pratfall-pit) a trap for fools,  
a stooges' cage, every scrim and apron 
prinked with sham, props, champagne 
buckets doffing their caps in fealty— 
Even the proscenium's subservient 
arch bows and begs a platform for 
actors trumpeting loft-aired routines,  
voluminous effusions or, what's worse, 
kingly-haired creatures washing  
the feet of their inferiors, sudsy 
obsequious declamatory eruptions 
filled with the rehearsed lava of 
bold slaves, the bald brimmings 
of an improperly-public humility  
(unlike the servant who never spills  
his waiting master's entree except 
in the pantry when there is no-one  
to witness his extravagant remorse)— 
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All these openly-imploring apertures, 
these theme-cut bubblings-up, paeans, 
(akin to lame critics' acclamations) 
would crack like a laughtrack at 
that imposture, that pastiche, applause: 
who'd pity these pathetic devotees,  
advocates haunted by nothingness, 
by that same humanhood to whom 
white placecards validate each plate. 
Who sat us here?  (Athwart this portrait 
the descending order of our dinner  
ranks auditions more disdain, 
every hors d'oeuvre daubed with scorn)— 
In our state, our omnipresence, 
to which can we aspire?  Sometimes  
we think: if only there were Someone  
somewhere, somehow, though of course 
that's impossible: Someone outside  
this frame—an absent self, a spectator  
vivid at duress, who can feel  
the real joy and pain we mime— 
who sees the sun setting out there now,  
the approach of a nighttime unlike 
our curtain: Someone who lacks  
the judas window wherein we acolytes 
recognize ourselves, the betrayal 
portal we have all portrayed so 
plausibly it has at last retained us, 
replaced us with stainedglass.  
(Through which, on rare occasions, 
that said Someone fills us with light, 
illuminates us.)—Overcome, undone, 
we feel ourselves vanish, we dwindle 
to a painted panel.  We fade, we die. 
His stasis renders us too slenderly.  
Or is this endless attendance 
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the promised purgation, the shedding  
of every emotion, every weight?               
Is it gain, this loss, this usurped, 
staged starving, this repast-of-reruns  
upon a menu whose full-promised  
delicacies remain a manna dream, 
backdrop glamour (milk-and-honey) 
a feastless Eden, a heaven hunger's 
expelled whole from.  Why aren't we 
at home here, in this plenty, this 
supernal supper—why this finicky 
desire to avoid the silverware, the knife  
paler (because it reflects us) than 
the poor fork that renews whose flesh 
and encores veins across each dish  
until its unction-urged tines impale 
spearlike and nail the cacodaemon 
that shall huzzah hail our Hostmaster . . . 
See: the chair He occupied is empty— 
expecting the miracle or bloodcrime  
through which all of us must assume 
His part, the mummers-meal, the sealed 
communion.  Bard bread, scene wine, 
unyield your transubstantiations: 
beyond that superceded throne 
lies the utter ubiquity of the known. 
And so, viva, bravo, boffo, olé, 
so each paraclete's performance moves us. 
Cheers! echoes the pledge, promiscuous 
each voice ID's the oath.  The mic 
on the dais quivers, shook by our cry, 
sole intercessor of this ceremony. 



 85 

THE FOUR VIEWS 
 
Each dawn you wake to find that once again 
during the night the four windows of your  
room have been newly carved into the shape  
of the loveliest object each one overlooks:  
the east glass is now a worm’s silhouette,  
while the west gleams bicycle-like, the north’s 
a sycamore leaf, the south a snowblind face . . . 
 
Who remolds these panes while you sleep 
and who carpenters the sills and lintels and 
why are the four vitriforms always changed,  
different each day: is beauty so inconstant— 
so subjective—assuming someone chooses. 
 
Are you a phantom here in your own home, 
or a squatter in the house of René Magritte?  



 86 

MY PLEA FOR SANCTUM IN THE SCULPTURE 
     GARDEN OF MEDUSA 
  
A statue's first pedestal is the stone 
It was cut from out in.  Those are just words, though. 
Like: Spring!  Then death puts on the wrong clothes . . . 
Then air ruts flushed as bathtub sex, as . . . proseate? 
 
Because, that prince of an ostrich Narcissus 
His embedded-headed gaze upon his 
Twin the corpse Hamlet proposed, posing for those 
Snapshoticisms is so, so 'real-ergo-vile', less 
 
Tangent than tangible, hell. —Till I stand 
In Her garden's one among many I can only 
Torment vesanic vanities/age-of-oh orbs where 
 
Deep in the honor of my ether I soar, where 
—Passing at high mimicries through the night 
I go, all lop-worlded and alone, to kill abandon. 
 
 
 
 
Note: 
Line 8: "Exclus-en si tu commences  / Le réel parce 
que vil" —Mallarmé. 
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PORNOKRATES 
                                 (homage Felicien Rops) 
  
We paged through the phrase as though it were ours.                        
—The lovers in the act—those de Sade-laden hours,                        
Where, dumped out daily as ashtrays this dream                    
Some room's motel, will it burn a hole here too—                       
 
And coop us full of that till our limbs' arms                           
Chainsmoked by adrenalin, slither dour-white                             
Unepitaphed beds but.  What gargoyle jail                              
Their contortion poses (the lovers in the act                            
 
Of mailing themselves to famous crimes) if                               
(If perched on each other's tongues we fly)                             
Only by his mind these bodies thrash—                                     
 
To share this fire is, surely, a tithe entire.                            
So each of us alone unless upon our lips                                
The world forgets our name and stammers out its.            
 
 
 
 
 
Note: 
Title: of a work by Rops. 
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FOR C.                              
 
Whose hair mouth hands I long to be under 
Like a painting a painter paints and repaints 
Till and at last the canvas cracks apart then crash      
Incredible shreddage, pale for all                         
 
Its color, its whole only in tatter: I want               
To be gone on at like that by her.  But                    
Won't the brush the play of such force across                
Me obliterate those whatever forms I might                   
 
With the rough sketch of the heart have                          
Borne to connoisseurs critics crowds                           
Eager to offer prize: even if I were torn                        
 
Wantonly tossed in the dirt the street   
Stepped on and lost, as lost as she is to me, I                   
Would rather under her feet be than their eyes. 
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[UNTITLED] 
 
As a detail in a painting 
frames that painting in 
the often memory, 
so, for me, your face is 
surrounded by your eyes.  Aura! 
 
 
 
 
 
* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FRAMEPOEM 
 
First, make a 100 minute movie.  Then take the 1 
million 440 thousand frames, or stills: take each 
frame, blow it up, print it, put a frame around it, 
then take all 1 million 440 thousand pictures, hang 
them in a gallery, consecutively in a line so that  
the first frame of the movie is the first picture 
inside the door and the last, last: you get the 
idea.  Then have the people who come in RUN past 
the 1 million 440 thousand pictures, so that in 
this way they become both spectator and projector. 
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MEANING 
 
Imagine a world disguised as art, 
or one in which art masquerades 
as you, so your face is just a portrait, 
your legs a landscape.  Your hair 
abstract expressionism.  And when 
you go to the window each morning 
you glimpse in its transfiguring pane 
a streak of the vein source of things: 
that your eyelashes remain nothing 
but brushstrokes, that your feet 
beneath it all are woodcuts.  And when 
you open the door to inquire how 
a rose can limp between the breasts 
of the dawn, you feel like a collage 
snipped from the pages of a novel 
whose words have always remained 
immune to meaning, whose plot is 
not subject to that mute truthserum. 
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WAXEN 
 
An easel steadied by candles 
might depict enough light 
to see yourself caught some ways 
by the wavy S of the brush. 
 
Across this sibilant surface  
what else is portrait or less: 
if face to a person's untoward, 
how much more our fixture 
 
here.  Shadow shows the eye  
its monkey unanimity, lost 
in an empire of diligence. 
 
Lifeyield congealed, still-unity— 
this past partake makes paradise 
eclipse.  The easel's sill drips. 
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BROAD BRUSH 
 
Each grape has a white pin  
run through it, 
one to a plate. 
 
Soon the whole room's 
framed in clocks, 
hung from the walls. 
 
As the window sees it, 
beyond has seven vistas. 
 
The faucet drips 
until a tyrant falls. 
 
What else is shown here? 
 
Everything the poem 
erases in half 
with its first word. 
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UNSCULPT 
 
Gloves flung at statues may fall 
into the same grope that shaped them, 
rare gesture meant to make not maim, 
reverting art as it were to ritual— 
 
I hurl my chisel at time itself 
but nothing yields its clay to curse, 
emptythrust dies the weapon kerched 
round this stiff wrist's withering staff—  
 
Like those splots of paint Bacon threw 
at a finished canvas to undo it, 
ruining and opening a conduit 
for revision the stone may grow 
 
malleable; not so this fleshen glove, 
which disarms each form of perfect love. 
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ENVY-EROT-ETCET 
 
Sexshorn in a fanfare museum, where 
my kisses' strings crisscross Picasso's mattress— 
I gropejob its lumps, those dents creases 
scored by his endless corps of mistresses, 
 
how cogently they queued up to lie there; 
just one of the icons the fetishes 
I mount in myself to make myself more jealous: 
look, Anais Nin's douche wig, it's here 
 
too, in this exhibit.  As if spitballs 
when they hit split/became origami— 
But the transformation can't be that 
 
instant childlike, can it?  I wring it 
all over my lips my love my lust for 
those poets whose pics appear in APR. 
 
 
 
 
Note:  
Line 14: the acronym stands for American Poetry Review, 
which during its brief existence was best-known for all 
the pin-up photos of poets that appeared in its pages 
and on its covers. 
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LIFE THEY SAY IS THE ANTERIOR ART    
 
Love dehydrates us with its thirsty scars: 
The forebode brigade braids a leash for every: 
In rut much oblivion finds one future: 
I'm summarizing, of course; but is that why 
 
We make art—becauses it compensates for 
Axioms: will experts scour the past for more,  
Its shared breath a vase unearthed by the shard 
Yield beneath some kiss-synopsis?  Although sharp,  
 
What mountain's peak can core our ground; can anything 
Break that surrogate, that curtained culture where  
Museums seek a center and spin, crumbling—  
 
How quick each chirp-equipped quote lets us go!  There 
Statues at their moment of greatest stress might 
Cause my eyelids to carve all else to sight. 
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UNTURNAROUNDED (MEDUSA SAYS #4) 
  
The way a ballerina boards a gunboat 
At twilight in the tropics catches 
Its carat out of what a critic watches 
A scarecrow paint landscapes through: cuts pans zooms— 
 
As long as we are forced to live in rooms 
Having more than one wall our wounds' candies 
Will never taste at last born.  Tangents apart, 
I mean, sightlines aside.  Door some more?  Therefore 
 
The thermometers we stir our iced drinks with 
Fizz with fever, with 'originality'; 
To focus, one must first empty the lens— 
 
Where—river rumored or swan it's-said or 
Moon bruited—my sculptor-scarecrow now bends:  
Each snake has hold a chisel: that's handy. 
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SELF-ANCESTRAL PORTRAIT 
 
Erasure's son, mislimbed by this drib, that drab. 
So I long to be an assistant to a statue. 
Helping it hold its pose.  By example? 
 
Solar dregs, this planet takes cash.  All 
Humor is banned in hyena heaven.  A flower 
Guards my hair against your portrait of it. 
 
Insert an eye inbetween each eyelash— 
Torn, old—the throat a showcase for whose teeth. 
Ignore wallpaper inconsistencies, or 
 
Cipher their militance.  Surf-crash, wave, 
Overhear a winecork hissing at a forceps. 
Insatiable paws across the chessboard: night. 
 
Even the high-tithed moon must condemn one 
Whose instinct like mine is to succinct light. 
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FACADE 
 
Mirrors worn out by apple 
renderings, depictions the carcass 
of peepingtom sneers at. 
 
Vatic surface disdained by Cezanne, 
doubts that blemish forever rarity, 
wise beauty is painted parallel 
always. 
 
Always beauty is tempted to falsify 
every shadow, as if nothing nearer 
could be real.  Doubling its fade 
it seems to set an alternate yet not. 
 
Facepaint spoils 
the forbidden zone quality 
that lives and dies there (indirectly).  
 
But truth lies immobile on the sundial. 
 
(Its other else moves to the blazon 
of summer rhymes that remain names 
unknown till birth when the tongue 
must pronounce itself the tongue, 
forsaking every purer synonym.)  
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PICTURE 
 
Meadow of matchsticks, 
soon to be rekindled 
by Spring the incendiary. 
 
The exact flame of your blossoms 
will ignite the passions 
happily sapped by time— 
 
Dripdrop their excess went 
down and now miners' hats 
light up like love before 
 
your vein, the frame of which 
is there to depict the drift, 
the waste when I painted 
 
all the review copies 
they sent me.  But those books 
open to polar pages where you 
 
and I weigh the ends of this 
teeter totem down, you 
at the head and nadir me; 
 
there where postmortem is 
the aura of self-portrait, 
its other half regained at last. 
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PORTRAIT 
 
When the mirror paints itself, 
how quietly it sits. 
Its posing is perfect. 
 
But when it paints us, 
no matter how hard we try, 
eventually 
we fail to be still. 
 
What if we propped a corpse up 
for model: even it 
would fidgit  
after a while; 
the flesh would droop then drop, 
spoiling the sitting 
by spoiling. 
 
No: only the mirror itself 
can pose properly 
for its incisive portraits, 
which mock our mortal  
impatience— 
 
Displayed everywhere, 
they are the walls we live in, 
they make a museum of us. 
Our provenance (if any) 
comes from them. 
 
And no expert needs 
to authenticate 
these masterworks. 
 
We are the forgeries. 
We are the fakes. 



 101 

* 

 

 

edition: September 28, 2010 

 



 102 

 “[T]he remarkable poet Bill Knott is not the type to win 
prizes, become the pet of academic critics or cultivate 
acolytes. But this thorny genius has added to the art of 
poetry.” —Robert Pinsky, Washington Post, 2005 
 
"Bill Knott is our contemporary e.e. cummings . . . . Like 
cummings, he is brilliant at both micro and macro." —Cindra 
Halm, Rain Taxi, Fall 2004 
 
"For the past thirty-five years Bill Knott has shown himself to 
be one of our very best poets and perhaps the most original. . 
. . I think he is one of the few poets of my generation who will 
remain with us."  —Stephen Dobyns, Harvard Review (Spring 
2002) 
 
"Bill Knott is a meld between Gerard Manley Hopkins and 
MTV, producing poems with the former's violent beauty and 
the latter's largely ironic postmodern presence." —Mary Jo 
Bang, Lingua Franca (May 2000) 
 
"Knott was an incredibly important poet to me and still is; I 
think Bill Knott is a genius and probably the least known 
great poet in America. It's really kind of pathetic that he's not 
as well known as he was even thirty years ago because he's 
even better now." —Thomas Lux, The Cortland Review 
(August 1999) 
 
"Bill Knott is one of the best poets writing in America.  
Without question, he is the most original." —Kurt Brown, 
Harvard Review (Spring 1999) 
 
"Bill Knott is a genius." —Tom Andrews, Ohio Review 
(1997) 
 
"It is no accident that the major British and American poets 
of the 19th and 20th century were outsiders.  .  .  .  The most 
original poet of my generation, Bill Knott, is also the greatest 
outsider." —Stephen Dobyns, AWP Chronicle (1995) 
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"Bill Knott is the secret hero of a lot of poets. . . . [P]oets who 
differ radically from Knott look to his work for the shock of 
recognizing themselves."—David Kirby, American Book 
Review (1991) 
 
"Bill Knott's poems . . . are the poems Beckett's Gogo would 
write if he were among us." —Sharon Dunn, Massachusetts 
Review (1990) 
 
"[Knott's 'Poems 1963-1988' is] a powerful and original book, 
a record of one of the most disturbing imaginations of our 
times.  Few people can create a world so completely and 
concisely as Knott does time and time again." —Kevin Hart, 
Overland (1990) 
 
"Knott is no parlor poet.  His work is the most sharply 
original of any poet in his generation." —Jim Elledge, 
Booklist (1989) 
 
"Among people who know his work, Bill Knott is regarded as 
one of the most original voices in American poetry." —
Charles Simic, blurb for Poems 1963-1988 (1989) 

"Knott sets up principles far outside most of those we know, 
and he always writes up to and beyond those standards."  —
Sandra McPherson, blurb for Outremer (1989) 
 
"Bill Knott is an American original.  No one else could have 
imagined what James Wright once referred to as Bill Knott's 
'indispensable poems."  —Stuart Dischell, Harvard Book 
Review (1989) 
 
"I think Bill Knott is the best poet in America right now." —
Thomas Lux, Emerson Review (1983) 
 
"Bill Knott's first book, 'The Naomi Poems,' published in 
1968, established him instantaneously as one of the finest 
poets in America.  Subsequent publications deepened and 
reinforced that reputation." —Andrei Codrescu, The 
Baltimore Sun (1983) 
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"[Knott's poems are] shrouded almost always in the glaring 
and polluted light William Burroughs foresaw with such 
brilliance in 'Naked Lunch.'  In fact, Knott, Poet of Interzone, 
is the poet Burroughs seemed to call for in his seminal novel. . 
. . Knott is one of a handful of original poets working today.  
His genius suits the times better than any poet I've read . . ."   
—Robert Peters, Los Angeles Times (1983) 
 
"With the death of Berryman, Knott seems to me to be the 
chief embodiment in language today of Mallarmé's spirit. . . " 
—John Vernon, Western Humanities Review (1976) 
 
". . . Knott's originality as a poet: he is absurd and classical and 
surrealist all at once.  A marvelously impossible animal." —
Paul Zweig, Contemporary Poetry in America (1974) 
 
"At his best, Knott is a kind of surreal classicist. . . . He is 
already a formidable poet." —Karl Malkoff, Crowell's 
Handbook of Contemporary American Poetry (1974) 
 
"[Knott's] images are astonishing.  Whatever you may think of 
Knott's poems, they have not been written before by anyone 
else. . . . Poetry such as this strikes me as extending our 
awareness." —Louis Simpson, New York Times Book Review 
(1969) 
 
"Bill Knott is one of the most remarkable poets to appear 
since James Wright and James Dickey." —Ralph J. Mills, Jr., 
Poetry (1969) 
  
"I think [Bill Knott] is one of the best poets I know." —James 
Wright, blurb for The Naomi Poems (1968) 
 
"I think the most significant group of young poets are those 
published in Choice and The Sixties, and the most impressive 
of these is certainly William Knott."  —Kenneth Rexroth, 
Harper's Magazine (June 1965) 


