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[ ] 
 
One of Wallace Stevens's many masterpieces, "The Man on the 
Dump," may reveal something of what it is that great poets do, 
or can do. 
 
They forage, scavenge on every debris each drop of detritus and 
forge it charge it reborn— 
 
Part of that garbage, that scum of scrap they use is us—we lesser 
poets. 
 
Great poets can take other poets' failures and transform them 
into successes. 
 
A great poet like James Tate can take the failed poems of dub 
poets like me and transform them into his successful poems. 
 
This is hyperbole perhaps, but there might be some truth to it. 
 
This capability may be one of the many that separate great poets 
like Tate from flub poets like me. 
 
Because, I think, and this is the thought that woke me up in 
distraction this morning, the sad meager truth is that I can use 
nothing from other poets' failures. 
 
No: I can only take other poets' successes and turn them into my 
failures. 
 
The successful poet is the Man on the Dump,  
 
the failed poet sips tea en suite in the King's Treasury. 
 
Like all lesser poets I am doomed to waste my life taking the 
successful works of great poets and transforming them into my 
failed poems. 
 
In fact I the lesser poet may have no source material, no resource 
but them, their verse.  I have nothing else to work with but their 
achievements. 
 
Whereas they, the great poets, have for their wield not only the 
storeheap of their fellow greats, but (and this is the crucial 
difference between them and us) they can also utilize the 
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wasteproduct trash efforts of all us failed poets. 
 
(Could it be a formulaic fate's-cross exchange: we failed poets 
have nothing to work with but the triumph-tomes of successful 
poets, while they, the great ones, have nothing to work with but 
our ruined rhymes—?  No, the equation is too neat.) 
 
Everything's piled on their scarred and stained workbench. 
 
While here on our escritoires the heavy volumes of the Majors 
are lined up and held up precariously by the trembling bookends 
of our forearms, which leaves our hands, our hands flapping 
around quite useless. 
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Where Modern Poetry Began: a Conjecture 
 
* 
A LAST WORD (by Ernest Dowson, 1899) 
 
Let us go hence: the night is now at hand; 
   The day is overworn, the birds all flown; 
   And we have reaped the crops the gods have sown; 
Despair and death; deep darkness o'er the land, 
Broods like an owl; we cannot understand 
   Laughter or tears, for we have only known 
   Surpassing vanity: vain things alone 
Have driven our perverse and aimless band. 
Let us go hence, somewhither strange and cold, 
   To Hollow Lands where just men and unjust 
   Find end of labour, where's rest for the old, 
Freedom to all from love and fear and lust. 
Twine our torn hands!  O pray the earth enfold 
Our life-sick hearts and turn them into dust. 
 
* 
Many have linked Dowson's first line here with the start of 
Eliot's Prufrock: "Let us go then, you and I . . . " 
 
(not to mention Hollow Lands and Hollow Men) . . . 
 
Louis Simpson in his very commendable book, "Three on the 
Tower," declares that Modern Poetry begins with this simile: 
 
When the evening is spread out against the sky 
Like a patient etherised upon a table . . .                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                                    If 
you enter the Boston Common near the corner of Beacon and 
Arlington streets, you can easily find the Memorial to Ether: it's 
a large stele structure, erected in 1909 to honor the medical 
miracle that led to this alleviation of surgical pains . . . 
if you walk around it, you'll see carved on its sides the names and 
facts attending the merciful invention; also engraved there is a 
depiction of a patient lying upon the surgical table, masked to 
his necessary numbness, his unfelt salvation . . . 
 
Now as you stand there looking up at the stone monument, 
imagine it's 1910 and you're a shy young Philosophy major from 
Harvard on your way to an arty soiree on nearby Beacon Hill, 
bashfully headed toward paneled rooms where the women come 
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and go talking of Michelangelo, 
 
only you're early probably (you're a bit of an earlywart), and so, 
trying to forget how nervous the thought of those lamp-eyed 
women up there on the Hill makes you, you kill time here in the 
Park by avidly remembering the dissolute lines of a late Dowson 
and murmuring the beginning of a poem you yourself are 
working on, yes you're a poet, 
 
as it happens a very handsome young Tom from St Louis, 
Missouri— 
 
indeed you're a dude though you doubt it to such a perversely-
celibate degree, to an extent of fear and desperate longing, that a 
Saint might envy the Sebastianated profundity, the repressed 
prowess of your bit-back passions, 
 
there you are muttering and stuttering the start of your poem, 
your panicky Love Song, but you're stuck, you can't get past the 
first couple lines that go (going after Dowson) "Let us go then, 
you and I, / When the evening is spread out against the sky / 
Like a . . . like a  . . ." 
 
Like a what?  Umm, like an enormous purple peony?  an 
enormous purpled penis?  an enormous, engorged prepuce?— 
and then suddenly, out of nowhere, a cat escaped from a nearby 
mansion streaks past and drags your glance down or aslant from 
the sunset you've been studying for inspiration— 
 
and all at once your eye is caught on the tumescent wonder of 
this newly-erected pillar or Cleopatra's Needle whose 
obeliskness awaits your transfiguration of its nursed and 
doctored bas-relief figures into the first trope of Modern Verse . 
. . 
 
in short, you see this great big thing sticking phallic-ly out of the 
ground, and hard upon it rears the fresh cuts, hot-off-the-chisel, 
the castrate-straight edges hacked and honed, so recently-
rendered in sharp homage to the genius of Hippocrates etcet, 
 
and in particular a sculpted picture that shows, what else, 
 
a patient etherised upon a table. 
 
. . .  It's close to Arlington St, down from the corner of Beacon 
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St about fifty or sixty yards.  There is no plaque commemorating 
the historic event I've envisioned here, but maybe you can stray 
chance to stand upon the very spot where Modern Poetry began 
in my imaginary re-enactment, tableau where I fancy the young 
poet found himself: 
 
only of course there wouldn't have been all the insane traffic 
noise there is now back in 1910; if you can blank out those 
honking horns and rush-hour engines,  
 
you might be able to return to that briefest encounter: 
 
can you re-T.S. that bewildering juncture, the awful daring of 
that moment's surrender . . . ? 
 
Just a short walk away from there, moreover, you may also try to 
find the place where PostModern Poetry perhaps began in the 
late 1950s— 
 
the sidewalk where Robert Lowell raged in crucifixed witness as 
the Boston Garden was ripped apart to build a parkinglot— 
 
Stop there or stroll there while all around you, all around the 
Common, a savage servility slides by on grease.   
 
Inhale that oil, feel that energy, that power, that source the 
world is killing itself for. 
 
Stop there and stand there in our Hollow Land . . . 
 
Where?  Somewhither strange and cold.  Let us go hence— 
 
Oh do not ask what is it: let us go and make our visit. 
 
* 
[When Louise Bogan met Eliot in the 1940s, she was struck by 
how blithely he retained or emitted an aura of his handsomeness 
as a youth . . . I don't have the quote, but as I remember it she 
went on to say something about how those who were physically 
beautiful when young will often wear the air or the manner (the 
grace) of that beauty into their middle or old age . . . a bearing, 
as it were.] 
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[ ] 
from Modern Japanese Haiku, by Makoto Ueda: 
 
[Kawahigashi] Hekigoto . . . was a tireless experimenter, and 
restlessly went from one experiment to another throughout his 
career. 
 
Of all his experiments [one of the most] controversial [was his] 
idea of 'haiku without a center of interest,' which he began to 
advocate in 1910.  [This concept] was based on his belief that a 
poem should come as close as possible to its subject matter, 
which is part of life or nature.  He thought that if the poet tried 
to create a center of interest in his poem he would inevitably 
have to distort his subject matter for the sake of that interest. 
  
Hekigoto said:  
 
"To do away with a center of interest and to discard the process 
of poeticizing reality would help the poet to approach things in 
nature as close as he can, without being sidetracked by man-
made rules.'' 
 
* 
Hekigoto also challenged traditional syllabic rules: 
 
as Donald Keene writes in Dawn to the West, 
 
"By 1915 Hekigoto had come to oppose a fixed form for the 
haiku. . . . [His] free haiku no longer had the familiar haiku 
shape, but tended to run on to prosaic lengths. He himself 
preferred to call them 'short poems' (tanshi). This poem, written 
in 1918, was typical of his new manner: 
 
ringo wo tsumami 
iituskushitemo 
kurikaesaneba naranu 
 
I pick up an apple; 
I've said everything that was to be said, 
But still must repeat. 
 
[Keene notes:] The poem has twenty-four syllables . . . [T]his is 
hardly a haiku. Konishi Jin'ichi wrote of such poems, 'When one 
reaches this point . . . haiku disappear[s], both in name and in 
reality. . . . Hekigoto valiantly forged ahead on his own road, 
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[and came] finally to destroy the road before him.' " 
 
(An interesting metaphor: by advancing on his own road, he 
destroyed the road before him.) 
 
* 
Ueda again: 
 
"An example of 'haiku without a center of interest' which was 
cited by Hekigoto himself" is the following: 
 
Sumo / noseshi / binsen-no / nado / shike / to / nari 
Wrestlers / aboard / ferry's / why / storm / thus / becoming 
 
Ueda's translation: 
 
Wrestlers are aboard 
the ferry; why has it become 
stormy weather? 
 
* 
If even the strongest among us must take the ferry in obeisance 
to the obstacles presented by the physical world, why is it 
necessary for Nature to present still more signs of its ruthless 
power? Will none of our submissions and sacrifices appease that 
deity? 
* 
Remember that T.S. Eliot (looking back in a 1953 lecture) 
asserted that "[T]he starting-point of modern poetry is the 
group denominated 'imagist' in London about 1910." 
 
Compare the Wrestlers haiku above to Pound's "In a Station of 
the Metro": 
 
The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 
 
Pound's note on this poem quotes an unattributed Japanese 
haiku ('The fallen blossom flies back to its branch: A butterfly.'), 
and then says: 
 
"The 'one-image' poem is a form of super-position, that is to say 
it is one idea set on top of another." 
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Both poems, to use Pound's phrases, set an idea (or 
representation) of the human 'on top of' an idea (or image) of 
nature. 
 
Wrestlers/ferry : storm. 
 
Faces/subway : spring petals on a wet [rained-on] branch. 
 
Note that both present the human idea in transit, in modes of 
transportation (ferry, train), in linear (singular/ irrevocable) 
passage as opposed to the perennial recurrent manifestations of 
nature. 
 
The human idea is an apparition compared to the ever-
embodied, ever-physical presence of the environment. 
 
Thought as opposed to substance. 
 
(Of course rainstorms and petals are more transitory forms of 
nature than mountains or oceans, but doesn't this heighten the 
poignancy of the "super-position"?) 
 
* 
Isn't Pound's poem really a simile which refuses to use its "like": 
the pale European faces seen against the badly-lit gloom of the 
subway terminal are like white petals on a black branch. 
 
The Hekigoto is not comparing the wrestlers to the storm, or is 
it? 
 
—Are the sumo here on the ferry when they should be in the sky 
struggling with the elemental forces to which they seem most 
akin? 
 
* 
Apples ripen and fall yearly, the human picks one up and says 
he's picking one up, and then says that's all there is to be said 
about the matter, though in response to the repetitive patterns of 
nature he acknowledges that he too must repeat himself. 
 
* 
Donald Keene:  "Hekigoto [advocates] in 1910 the principle of 
"no-centeredness" (muchushin-ron), by which he meant that 
natural phenomena should be described exactly as they are 
without imposing any human standards." 
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In 1912 Pound writes: "I believe that the proper and perfect 
symbol is the natural object. . . ." 
 
A year later, in 'A few Don'ts of an Imagiste,' he insists that "the 
natural object is always the adequate symbol." 
I've taken these quotes from William Pratt's introduction to The 
Imagist Poem. Pratt comments: 
 
"Pound [is making a] distinction between the image and the 
symbol . . . the symbolic meaning must have its source in the 
literal meaning, and not be imposed upon it." 
 
Here, at the "starting-point of modern poetry," Hekigoto and 
Pound seem to be of one mind: 
 
"Super-position," yes; imposition, no. 
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ANTI 

Chekov: the antithesis of poetry. The enemy of poetry. The 
imago poets turn to when they begin to hate themselves in their 
art. 
 
I don't know if Konstantin in "The Sea Gull" is Chekov's only 
portrayal of a poet, but it's such a cruel epitome. 
 
Mocked and humiliated throughout, his lover seduced and 
stolen away by a prose-writer, poor Konstantin by the end of the 
third act is finally reduced to a mere ploypuppet in a coup de 
theatre, an offstage prop murdered and remurdered to provide a 
Hollywood "shock ending" climax. 
 
As if being cuckolded and killed off to effect a plot-twist weren't 
bad enough, Konstantin is forced to suffer during the course of 
the play an even more evil and demeaning fate, 
 
as the sadistic Chekov turns him, the aspiring young poet, into a 
short-story writer! 

* 
You can always tell when poets are going through a period of 
self-hatred: they write poems about Chekov. 

Hatred of themself as a poet, hatred and disgust with the life of 
a poet:  When poets start to break under the torrent of hatred 
society pours upon them; when they begin to internalize that 
hatred and to self-generate it in the neurotic hope of propitiating 
its cruelties, when (to quote Kafka) they snatch the whip from 
Master and lash themselves; when they understand how loathed 
and despised poetry is by all the powers of this world; when they 
realize how loathed and despised they are by all the authorities of 
this world; and when, under the endless onslaught of contempt 
and scorn and persecution which they as poets are condemned to 
suffer on every level, and when at last they too begin to loathe 
and despise themselves for being poets, that is the point at which 
they come to write about Chekov. 

As it were a final humiliation. 
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HITLER'S SKELETON, GEORGE PLIMPTON, AND 
THE CIA MUSEUM                        
                                                                                            As 
you might imagine, very few outsiders are permitted to visit the 
CIA Museum.  Even many civilian employees who work there 
in the steepled halls of the sprawling Headquarters facilities at 
Langley are unaware that deep beneath their feet lies an 
enormous series of caverns carved out of the substrata to create 
the chambers of an Art Museum where the CIA stores the 
treasures they've looted from around the world. 
 
I say looted, but that fabulous horde is also the accumulation of 
criminal commerce: in their various numerous international 
drugs and arms transactions they have received, in barter as it 
were, a multitude of masterpieces and great works of art.  More 
Vermeers than anywhere.  The real Mona Lisa.  Well, the list 
goes on and on.  The Getty Museum is supposedly the world's 
wealthiest, but even their gilded collections pale before the CIA 
Museum's holdings . . . 
 
Very few know of its existence, and fewer are permitted to visit 
it.  The curators jealously limit access.  For example, those 
wealthy tycoons who have contributed at least a billion dollars to 
the Republican party's secret offshore fund-accounts are given 
tours; and dictators of friendly fascist countries.  Heritage 
Foundation board officials, certainly; and the principals of other 
Conservative institutes and think-tanks.  High muckamucks of 
the Skull-and-Bones Society have carte blanche. 
 
And, of course, poets who went to Yale. 
 
But George Plimpton and the Hitler skeleton?  I've only heard 
rumors. —How he used to borrow the (detachable) skull of this 
priceless relic, and bring it up to Manhattan; the story is that he 
liked to juggle it at parties given to promote his books and The 
Paris Review— 
 
They say he loved to stick his penis out through the skull's 
mouth like a gloryhole, he would poke his member out between 
the toothless gape of the mad Nazi Führer for his editorial staff 
to fellate . . . what fun times they had back then in the annals of 
New York Literary History. 
 
But the strangest incident regarding the Museum's Hitler 
skeleton was how and why it got goldplated.— 
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Someone—no one knows who—could it have been that crazy 
Angleton, acting under the orders of his spiritual mentor Ezra 
Pound?—some higherup, some Assistant Director facing 
retirement, some senile OSS ass with nothing to do, or some 
Harvard man,— whoever it was, whatever fool ordered it . . . 
 
As I say, no one knows (or they won't tell) how the Hitler 
skeleton got taken from the Museum and brought down to the 
Metallurgy Department where, for whatever reason, they 
goldplated it . . . 
 
Some drunken bet between Reagan and Brezhnev?  Or one of 
the other Soviet leaders?  Or what?  Did Franco blackmail 
Eisenhower to have it done as a trophy for his collection, and 
then the deal went sour? Did Nixon have a brainstorm before his 
historic visit to China: did he think the Hitler skeleton would 
make a great gift to bring Mao, and that goldplating it would be 
the frosting on the cake?—until wiser heads (Kissinger's) 
prevailed? What? . . . 
 
No one knows why it got goldplated, but there it is, stubbornly 
glowing in its display case, next to Stalin's mummified head, 
down the aisle from John Lennon's ribcage and Picasso's nose.  
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PATH OUT OF VIEW 
 
* 
a quote from Lenin (source?): 
 
"Thought proceeding from the concrete to the abstract . . . does 
not get away from the truth but comes closer to it. The 
abstraction of matter, of a law of nature, the abstraction of value, 
etc., in short all scientific (correct, serious, not absurd) 
abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly and completely. 
From living perception to abstract thought, and from this to 
practice—such is the dialectical path of the cognition of truth, of 
the cognition of objective reality." 
 
. . . isn't this what Williams means by "No ideas but in things." 
 
The poet (or the typical modern poet anyway) proceeds from the 
particular to the general. Or back in a paradoxical loop: 
"proceeding from the concrete" leads not "away from the truth 
but comes closer to it." (Concrete=truth.) From perception to 
thought to action ("practice").  
 
Emotions recollected in tranquility lead to the hand coursing 
across the page which leads the reader to experience those 
emotions in a cyclical recurrence. 
 
Shakespeare's picture of it is ambiguous: 
 
The poet's eye, in a fine frenzy rolling, 
Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven; 
And, as imagination bodies forth 
The forms of things unknown, the poet's pen 
Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing 
A local habitation and a name. 
 
Are the "airy nothings" there before the poet's efforts have 
trained her eye to achieve a balanced state of conscious (fine) and 
unconscious (frenzy) perception which is intregrated and thereby 
strengthened enough to scope it: 
 
do these ethereal Platonic abstractions pre-exist (and ergo post-
exist) the poet's endowing of them with an inevitably-temporary 
"local habitation and name" . . . 
 
Or does imagination, the poet's mind, body forth (create) 
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everything the poet sees—but does the poet ever see, really . . . 
The poet glances, looks at everything around her, but does 
 
she see anything but what her imagination projects outward in 
bodied unknown forms, things, phantoms which her pen then 
shapes and gives a concrete grounding to . . . The "forms" via 
art's craft are turned into "shapes." 
 
Is this unknown airy nothing, in the words of Elizabeth Bishop, 
 
. . . what we imagine knowledge to be: 
dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free . . . 
. . . flowing and drawn, and since 
our knowledge is historical, flowing, and flown. 
 
The grounding of these Ideas in our fleshly intercourse of speech 
is mortal. Passing, not proceeding. Flowing flown. 
 
The eye must eventually roll out of view, out of the picture. 
 
*
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GEEZE WHEEZE 
 
. . . the disputations of eras— 
 
often when we older poets look at the verse of those younger 
we're befuddled or hostile— 
 
on those rare occasions a young poet asks me to write a blurb, it 
puzzles me why: why would they want the approbation of 
someone my age: really? 
 
(it may be cynical, but I can't believe they honestly want my 
approval in any case—) 
 
* 
It's not just that I don't have the energy or time to "keep up" 
with the work of younger generations: it's that if I were their age 
I wouldn't care what that 8th-decade-old fade 
what'shisKnott thinks, 
 
so if I wouldn't care, why should I? 
 
* 
(Hey, yo-po, if I like your stuff, that could warn you there might 
be something wrong with it—) 
 
* 
The merciful dispensations of time allow us oldsters to be 
placated and distracted somewhat when considering the horrible 
fact of our oh so imminent demise 
 
by the consolatary habit of looking at the young and gloating to 
ourselves, Well I certainly wouldn't want to be in their shoes! 
I'm glad I'm not like them! etc. 
 
A poem I wrote about it a few years ago: 
 
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. 
 
(stanza break) 
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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. 
 
* 
Obviously the young differentiate themselves from their 
predecessors in order to further their own development and 
sense of worth, but might their rebellions or deviations also be 
motivated by kindness and pity for those of us who must soon 
die— 
 
by unselfishly choosing to alienate and outrage us, the young 
help us dose our daily dread: how palliative is our muttering 
placebo of contrastation with, and ritual protestation at, their 
wrongness— 
 
but do we appreciate how compassionate their errancy may be,  
 
how it seems designed (by nature as it were) to alleviate our 
anguish (somewhat). 
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INVIOLATE 
 
Mallarme's Commandment: "Everything that wishes to remain 
sacred must surround itself with mystery."  
 
Poets must surround their work with an aura of obscurity.  
 
A moat of mist.  
 
Like the mouth of Avernus they must exude a miasma.  
 
They must remain unapproachable, hidden behind the cloud of 
their strange verbiage.  
 
* 
Here's how D. H. Lawrence describes the nameless Christ-
figure in The Man Who Died: 
 
"So he went his way, and was alone. But the way of the world 
was past belief, as he saw the strange entanglement of passions 
and circumstance and compulsion everywhere, but always the 
dread insomnia of compulsion. It was fear, the ultimate fear of 
death, that made men mad. So always he must move on, for if he 
stayed, his neighbours wound the strangling of their fear and 
bullying around him. There was nothing he could touch, for all, 
in a mad assertion of the ego, wanted to put a compulsion on 
him, and violate his intrinsic solitude. It was the mania of cities 
and societies and hosts, to lay a compulsion on a man, upon all 
men. For men and women alike were mad with the egoistic fear 
of their own nothingness. And he thought of his own mission, 
how he had tried to lay the compulsion of love on all men. And 
the old nausea came back on him. For there was no contact 
without a subtle attempt to inflict a compulsion. And already he 
had been compelled into death. The nausea of the old wound 
broke out afresh, and he looked again on the world with 
repulsion, dreading its mean contacts." 
 
* 
Given this world of mean contacts, the mania of societies and 
hosts to compel a mass mindless allegiance, 
 
is it any wonder poets recoil in self-isolation from that "mad 
assertion"?  
 
Better the dreamstate of our semi-somnolent rhymes, 
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our hallucinatory lulls of glossolalia, 
 
our REMpoems, than that "dread insomnia" . . . . 
 
Noli me tangere, unless you're a disciple: didn't Mallarme say 
somewhere he would be content with a readership of 12?  
 
(Though of course every poet has the glory of being their own 
Judas.) 
 
* 
 



 

 20 

THE FURIES 
 
"The plagiarism Furies, idle for a time as the more clandestine 
and irreproachable forms of literary borrowing and imitation 
continue from day to day, have been unloosed again. . . . This 
time, the context is the British literary world, and the accused is 
one of its leading lights, so the indictment has taken on a 
moderate, even decorous tone. Ian McEwan has been called to 
account for using some brief wording in his best-selling novel 
“Atonement” that some feel was drawn too directly from, rather 
than merely inspired by, a memoir by the romance novelist 
Lucilla Andrews." 
 
The above quote comes from the NYTimes of Dec 3rd, 2006; a 
subsequent report stated that "heavyweights like Margaret 
Atwood, Kazuo Ishiguro, John Updike, Zadie Smith, Martin 
Amis and . . . Thomas Pynchon [have] arisen in defense of Mr. 
McEwen.  Most of the writers said that [they had] done the 
same thing themselves." 
 
It's interesting when these "Furies" erupt in the world of prose, 
as they occasionally do: because it never or almost never happens 
in poetry.  There are certain poets who assimilate and 
appropriate biographies, and then present that culled material, 
sometimes with little or no alteration, as poems.  Yet no one ever 
confronts these poets, no one ever asks Frank Bidart where the 
plagiarism ends and the poetry begins. 
 
Prose is important, prose writers are important, and so what they 
do is covered and reported on by the major media.  But poetry?  
Nobody cares.  The New Yorker, which is what, supposedly the 
mag every literate USAer reads, pays infinitely more attention to 
pop music than to poetry.   Almost every music event in NYC 
appears in their listings, and almost none of the poetry events. . 
.    
 
Think of the money spent by governments/societies to promote 
music, as opposed to poetry.  They support music because music 
supports them; it facilitates their tyrannies.  In the case of the 
USA, the Pentagon's budget as opposed to human services; the 
culture's stipends for music compared to what it piddles out to 
poets. 
 
Scientists who tolerate their enemy, religion, have a death-wish; 
poets who don't attack the hegemony of music, who don't 
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protest against its disproportionate and unwarranted dominance 
of the cultural sphere, are similarly defeatist.  The assets available 
for the arts are limited, and music gobbles up more resources 
than it deserves.  Poets who support this, and who make excuses 
for the sovereignty of music over poetry, are suicidal traitors.  
Just as scientists like Richard Dawkins and others have begun to 
actively oppose and combat the evil of religion, so poets must 
work against the dictatorship of music, and must use every 
means to denounce and denigrate it. 
 
* 
The New Yorker manages to review prose books every week; 
why can't they review at least one poetry book per week?  If 
poets weren't such lickspittles and wimps they would boycott 
and refuse to submit their work to The New Yorker until it paid 
regular attention to poetry.  And boycott every other semi-
literary journal, The New York Review of Books, The New 
Republic, Bookforum, the TLS, the LRB etcetera, until they 
start giving regular attention to verse.  Hell, the New York 
Review of Books reviews more music than it does poetry, and 
more books about music than books about poetry.  Why do 
poets put up with such neglect and disregard?  Why don't they 
fight back? 
 
* 
The disparity between the funding for music and the funding for 
poetry is insane.  Poetry is the most important art.  Ergo, poetry 
should receive more funding than any other art.  More attention 
should be paid to poetry than any other art.   For every printpage 
and webpage devoted to music, a dozen should be allotted to 
poetry.  For every dollar that goes to music, poetry should collect 
a hundred, a thousand! 
 
* 
In reality, of course, poetry is the most abject, the lowest of the 
arts.  The most ignored, the least recognized and honored, the 
least rewarded.  Count the millionaire novelists around the 
globe, the millionaire painters and scriptwriters, the 
multimillionaires of music . . . the wealth that accumulates 
around all the arts but poetry.  And ask yourself, poet, what you 
have in common with them.  They hate you, you know it: they 
despise you.  They have nothing but contempt for you.  All the 
other arts look down with disgust at poetry.  When will you turn 
that contempt back at them?  When will you scorn them, and 
deny them the commendation they refuse you.  (Oh yes, they all 
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offer lipservice specious praise to poetry, smirking behind their 
hands at the hypocrisy of the gesture that costs them nothing.)  
Even poets (you know this too) hate poetry, and disdain poets.  
How can we not hate ourselves and hate each other; we're poets, 
we're slaves: Genet said it best, in The Maids: "When slaves love 
each other, it's not love they feel."  Poetry is the slave of the arts, 
and poets are slaves to the prosewriter and the painter, and even 
more to the molochs of music.  What kind of slave reveres and 
worships its oppressors?  The masochist kind portrayed by 
Genet: the poet kind. 
 
* 
But what's the real plagiarism story here, the one that won't be 
covered by the Times or any other organ of the Masters?  
Plagiarism: theft.  In the realm of the arts, who are the ones 
most stolen from? who are the ones robbed everyday of the 
prestige and recognition and respect they deserve?  Whose true-
earned recompense is snatched away by fictionwriters and 
painters and musicmullahs?  And more than that, more criminal 
than that, whose ideas and concepts are historically and always 
and still today are the most plagiarized?  Daily, hourly, poet-
slaves produce goods which are expropriated and exploited by 
the other arts.  That's the ongoing plagiarism scandal hushed-up 
and suppressed by every media.  No famous novelist or 
filmmaker or rockstar or painter is going to do an Op-ed about 
that inequity, or band together (like those "heavyweights" 
mentioned in the Times article quoted above) to write letters of 
protest against that iniquity.  In actuality these are the crooks 
who steal the work of poets, and they aren't going to confess or 
atone or make reparations.  They're going to keep on 
plagiarizing poets every chance they get, yesterday today and 
tomorrow.  (Have prosewriters ever been capable of original 
thought; haven't they always stolen all their ideas from poets.) 
 
* 
But hey, don't let me stop you, poets.  Go on, go ahead and kiss-
ass praise the millionaire Pynchon, the millionaire Jasper Johns, 
praise all the success-practitioners of the Master arts, the crumbs 
from their tables may fill you yet.  It's your duty as slaves to curry 
favor with those above you, to flatter and obsequiate your 
betters. And praise most those writers who began as poets but 
abandoned poetry, who betrayed poetry for the chance to move 
up the foodchain of the arts, after all if you could hum a tune 
you too might get rich like Leonard Cohen and fuck moviestars; 
you'd do it if you could, wouldn't you.  Of course you would.  
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Because, let's face it, who would want to be a poet when they 
could be a novelist or a songwriter or a screenwriter or a rockstar 
or a Cindy Sherman or a what's his name, that Brit artist who 
cuts sharks in half,—who would want to remain a poet, the 
lowest puke on the cultural totempole?  Only a fool, a masochist, 
a scumbag, a dweep who can't weasel their way into any of the 
real arts, who has to sink to the bottom of the bard-barrel, the 
pegasus-dregs.  Poetry, the most ignored, the least compensated 
of the arts. . . but you already know this; why am I wasting my 
time telling you what you already know.  
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BETTER BEST 
 
What do the following poets have in common: 
 
Maggie Anderson, Dorothy Barresi, Quan Berry, Jan Beatty, 
Robin Becker, Richard Blanco, Christopher Bursk, Anthony 
Butts, Lorna Dee Cervantes, Wanda Coleman, Billy Collins, 
Mark Cox, Jim Daniels, Chard DeNiord, Toi Derricotte, 
Denise Duhamel, Russell Edson, Lynn Emmanuel, Peter 
Everwine, Edward Field, Daisy Fried, Barbara Hamby, C.G. 
Hanzlicek, Bob Hickok, Grey Jacobik, Julia Kasdorf, Jesse Lee 
Kercheval, Etheridge Knight, Sanda Kohler, Ted Kooser, Larry 
Levis, Shara McCallum, Peter Meinke, Malena Morling, 
Kathleen Norris, Sharon Olds, Alicia Suskin Ostriker, Minnie 
Bruce Pratt, Paisley Rekdal, Muriel Rukeyser, Richard Shelton, 
Reginald Shepherd, Cathy Song, Virgil Suarez, Ronald Wallace, 
Afaa Michael Weaver, David Wojahn, and Dean Young. 
 
If pretty early in reading the list you answered, "Well, one thing 
they have in common is that they're all better poets than Bill 
Knott," you'd be right. 
 
They are all better poets than me, and if you don't believe me, 
take the word of editor Ed Ochester, who put the poets listed 
above into his new anthology, "American Poetry Now / Pitt 
Poetry Series Anthology." 
 
To quote from the catalog, "American Poetry Now is a 
comprehensive collection of the best work from the renowned 
Pitt Poetry Series." 
 
The best work, mind you, not the worst.  If Ochester was doing 
the worst, he would have reprinted poems from my Pitt book, 
"Poems 1960-1987" (published in 1989). 
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HOW COULD YOU 
 
What a horrible nightmare last night: I dreamt I was writing 
prosepoems!   
 
Or rather in the run-on montage drift-shift of dreams I was sort 
of writing prosepoems and simultaneously viewing them on 
pages in magazines with my name plastered above them, printed 
out in the same magazines (I somehow knew) which had 
rejected my real poems, my verse poems, they were publishing 
these damn prosepoems purporting my authorship, 
 
and in the dream I was consumed with feelings of ugh this is 
horrible, I hate prosepoems, why am I writing/publishing these 
disgusting things, and yet simultaneously I was feeling somewhat 
gratified and pleased by the sight of my name in these illustrious 
journals which had always shunned my work, 
 
but the ultimate emotion I felt was bitterness as these never-to-
be-written prosepoems appeared there in prestigious print to 
mock me  . . .  
 
I've had worse nightmares of course, dreams filled with fear and 
insecurity, but this one last night remains in my mind today as a 
particularly distasteful and miserable visitation . . . 
 
I've written a few prosepoems in the past, though as I insist in 
the preface to the tiny chapbook of prosepoems I self-published 
under the title of "The I Hate to Write Prosepoems Book," 
every one of the twelve or so prosepoems I did write in my life 
seems to me to be a failed real poem, meaning a poem I was 
unable to turn into verse.  
p.s. 
 
There should be an app that lets you take a "prose poem" and 
instantly lineate it, 
 
break it up into lines, 
 
(syllabic or generic blank verse lines, for example), 
 
so that it could then be read to ascertain whether there is indeed 
any poetry in it— 
 
otherwise, how can you tell?



 

 26 

[ ] 
 
Wordsworth: 
 
[UNTITLED ("Composed December 1806")] 
 
How sweet it is, when mother Fancy rocks 
The wayward brain, to saunter through a wood! 
An old place, full of many a lovely brood, 
Tall trees, green arbours, and ground-flowers in flocks; 
And wild rose tip-toe upon hawthorn stocks, 
Like a bold Girl, who plays her agile pranks 
At Wakes and Fairs with wandering Mountebanks,— 
When she stands cresting the Clown's head, and mocks 
The crowd beneath her.  Verily I think, 
Such place to me is sometimes like a dream 
Or map of the whole world: thoughts, link by link, 
Enter through ears and eyesight, with such gleam 
Of all things, that at last in fear I shrink, 
And leap at once from the delicious stream. 
 
* 
Mother, Girl, and Clown, the wayward wandering Mountebank 
Poet there in December remembering summer's pranks . . . Not 
one of Wordsworth's famous sonnets, I don't recall it appearing 
in any anthology, nor even in a Selected Poems Of. 
 
But I like its bounding quality, the way it leaps from its stream.   
 
It even echoes the Intimations Ode: "Whither is fled the 
visionary gleam?"   
 
Such gleam of all things.                                   
                                                                                                
How sweet it is at last in fear to shrink. 
 
I remember reading somewhere that Jung describes the Anima 
of the adult male as being not commeasurate with his own age, 
but stunted at the adolescent stage—  
 
hence this "bold Girl" who leaps out of Wordsworth's delicious 
stream of consciousness . . . 
 
this simile which jumps the poem so suddenly from the "lovely 
brood" of deep forest solitude to a raucous circus atmosphere, 
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where the acrobats "link by link" perform their agile pranks for 
the crowd's amusement.  
 
A troupe of tumble-makers, a clown clan of wandering 
Mountebanks who entertain at Wakes and Fairs,with the Girl, 
probably one of the family, still young enough to win the crowd 
by her bold saucy manner, her mock of it all . . . 
 
Mother Fancy rocks the cradled wayward child, her lovely brood 
cradled in his thoughts. 
 
"Wakes" here has the old meaning of "a merry-making held in 
connection with the feast of the dedication of a church, kept by 
watching all night" as well as a post-burial celebration . . . 
 
Bold Wordsworth mocking the crowd of thoughts that delight 
and frighten. 
 
* 
Even the self-mockery of great poets is exhilarating (Ashbery or 
Larkin for more recent examples). 
 
* 
I like this sonnet for all the reasons it likes itself. 
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A LITTLE CREELEY 
                                                                                                 * 
"The more we read the less we write." —Nicanor Parra. 
 
* 
"The 'simply natural' is interesting no longer. The much decried, 
mad, late-Turner rendering is now necessary to create my 
interest." —Thomas Hardy. 
 
* 
Strindberg, re his "late-Turner" paintings: "My canvases are 
painted in a dark room and cannot stand the light of day." 
 
* 
two pieces of Creeley's Pieces (1969): 
 
Life like you 
think you have 
it till it isn't 
—but is, inevitably— 
behind the scene. (p. 49) 
 
Here is all there is, 
but there seems so 
insistently across the way. (p. 71) 
 
* 
Inevitably, insistently. Behind the scene, across the way. 
(Somewhere; only not here.) 
 
* 
"I hold that the mission of poetry is to record impressions." —
Hardy. 
 
* 
At this point I'd like to quote two sequent 'pieces from the same 
book, pages 58-59, which begin "There might be" and "Grey 
mist forms"— but I fear I've already transgressed copyright by 
quoting the ones above. 
 
* 
When I started writing poetry sort of devotedly in my early 20s, 
I went through a period of being influenced by Robert Creeley 
and trying to write like him until I happened to read an essay by 
Kenneth Rexroth that said something like "currently 2000 young 
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poets are trying to write like Robert Creeley"—an observation 
which really rocked me.  Soon afterwards I began consciously 
imitating other poets than Creeley, though over the decades 
since I continued to read him with appreciation, nothing to say 
more than that, he is still a poet whose work I admire and look 
up to as a model of devotion.  His verse still astonishes and 
delights me. 
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NOTES ON SOME LINES BY HART CRANE 
 
Lowell says somewhere (source?) the two greatest Modern poets 
are Rilke and Hardy. 
 
Hart Crane, in a letter to Yvor Winters dated May 29, 1927, 
writes this of Hardy: "I think him perhaps the greatest 
technician in English verse since Shakespeare." 
 
Crane of course was no mean hand himself at crafting the deft.  
 
Here's two excerpts from "Eternity," about the aftermath of a 
hurricane in Cuba: 
 
[the first 4 lines:] 
After it was over, though still gusting balefully, 
The old woman and I foraged some drier clothes 
And left the house, or what was left of it; 
Parts of the roof reached Yucatan, I suppose. 
... 
[the last 11 lines:] 
The morrow's dawn was dense with carrion hazes 
Sliding everywhere. Bodies were rushed into graves 
Without ceremony, while hammers pattered in town. 
The roads were being cleared, injured brought in 
And treated, it seemed. In due time 
The President sent down a battleship that baked 
Something like two thousand loaves on the way. 
Doctors shot ahead from the deck in planes. 
The fever was checked. I stood a long time in Mack's 
     talking 
New York with the gobs, Guantanamo, Norfolk,— 
Drinking Bacardi and talking U.S.A. 
 
* 
"Eternity" is overall not one of Crane's best poems, and it's never 
anthologized, but I go back and read it oftener than some of his 
more famous ones, and I reread it for the "rush", the sweep of 
these last 11 lines.  
 
Doctors—deck—checked.  The President and the gobs. The 
battleship that baked.  Talking U.S.A. 
 
Talking USA!  Yes.  Exactly.  If we could only do it. 
 



 

  31 

One great poet who could do it—Frank O'Hara—: 
 
remember his hyperbole about only three American poets being 
better than the movies:  
 
Whitman, Crane, and Williams. 
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LIFE'S A WHORE AND DEATH'S HER PIMP 
 
in this wonderfully vivid poem by W. E. Henley (1849-1903): 
 
MADAM LIFE'S A PIECE IN BLOOM 
 
Madam Life's a piece in bloom 
Death goes dogging everywhere: 
She's the tenant of the room, 
He's the ruffian on the stair. 
 
You shall see her as a friend, 
You shall bilk him once or twice; 
But he'll trap you in the end, 
And he'll stick you for her price. 
 
With his kneebones at your chest, 
And his knuckles in your throat, 
You would reason — plead — protest! 
Clutching at her petticoat; 
 
But she's heard it all before, 
Well she knows you've had your fun, 
Gingerly she gains the door, 
And your little job is done. 
 
* 
 
That third stanza is just great: kneebones and knuckles, and the 
k-sound from knuck picked up with "Clutching" and "coat" . . . 
and the transition from the ascending desperation of "reason—
plead—protest!" to "Clutching at her petticoat," supinely 
grabbing for her under-hem as she passes in exit.  
 
And "petticoat" is of course much more poignantly suggestive 
than "dress" would be.  And the sudden abrupt cluster of internal 
rhymes in this line (clut/at/pet/coat) are so curt and cutting.  
Ouch ouch ouch ouch. 
 
Your little job (who's been the worker here, who's the wage-slave 
of this labor?) is done!  Your handjob blowjob and all the other 
jobjobs which in retrospect (the expense of spirit in a waste of 
shame) can be measured in its petticoat-petty diminishment 
pronouncedly pathetically only by the quash-judgement of 
"little." 
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* 
. . . in the books they term the meter used by Henley 
here trochaic tetrameter, but since every terminal foot in it is 
tailless; and, since the default metric foot in English is the 
iambic: why not, putting Occam's Razor to it, simply call it 
iambic tetrameter with each initial foot headless? 
 
* 
and Auden too: 
 
Earth, receive an honoured guest; 
William Yeats is laid to rest. 
Let the Irish vessel lie 
Emptied of its etc. 
 
* 
(Doesn't Frost say somewhere that there are only two feet in 
English verse, "iambic and loose iambic"?) 
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THE TRAGICAL To-Be 
 
* 
Among the books I wish existed is the Collected Sonnets of 
Thomas Hardy.  Rexroth in the intro to his selection of 
Lawrence's poetry says something to the effect that Hardy's best 
poems are his most formal, and there may be some truth in that . 
. . I think Hardy's sonnets at their best are awesome and 
brilliant. 
 
—Here's the Rexroth quote: 
 
"[T]here is always something a little synthetic about Hardy's 
rugged verse.  The smooth ones seem more natural, somehow.  
The full dress, Matthew Arnold sort of sonnet to Leslie Stephen 
is probably Hardy's best poem.  It is a very great poem, but 
Arnold learned the trick of talking like a highly idealized 
Anglican archbishop and passed it on to Hardy." 
 
Assuming for the moment that Rexroth's right, then presumably 
the sonnet form itself would channel Hardy's "more natural" 
powers into their full dress best . . . 
 
Though of course Hardy was a master of any and every mode— 
 
We should never forget that Hart Crane called Hardy "perhaps 
the greatest verse technician since Shakespeare." 
 
* 
Here's a great sonnet by Hardy I've been reading at recently: 
 
EMBARCATION 
(SOUTHHAMPTON DOCKS: OCTOBER 1899) 
 
Here, where Vespasian's legions struck the sands, 
And Cerdic with his Saxons entered in, 
And Henry's army leapt afloat to win 
Convincing triumphs over neighbor lands, 
 
Vaster battalions press for further strands, 
To argue in the selfsame bloody mode 
Which this late age of thought, and pact, and code, 
Still fails to mend. — Now deckward tramp the bands, 
 
(stanza break) 
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Yellow as autumn leaves, alive as spring; 
And as each host draws out upon the sea 
Beyond which lies the tragical To-Be, 
None dubious of the cause, none murmuring, 
 
Wives, sisters, parents, wave white hands and smile, 
As if they knew not that they weep the while. 
 
* 
Note the balance of the two sentences, splitting the poem in 
half. 
 
A few of the splits, the conflicts here: 
autumn/spring 
smile/weep 
convincing/dubious . . . 
 
The white hands waving like the white flag of surrender. 
 
Beginning with the three famous names is a poignant ironic 
contrast to the present anonymous bands and hosts, whose 
individual loved names are perhaps being "murmured" by wives 
sisters parents . . . the latter want to weep, and are weeping 
within, but are forced and shamed and shoved by cultural 
sociopolitical pressures into showing a brave front: 
 
and to raise their faces in encouraging supportive smiles, to give 
the lads a good send-off—none can admit to being "yellow" 
cowards unwilling to sacrifice their kin for Crown and Country. 
 
None are dubious of the cause, because they know in their hearts 
that the cause is the same it always was (and is), the "selfsame 
bloody mode" whose "argue" still wins out over "thought, and 
pact, and code." 
 
Legions, Saxons, army, battalions, hosts: how eternal these 
forces seem to be, as ever-returning as the seasons— 
 
Yellow as autumn leaves, alive as spring. 
 
The telescoping of historical time (Roman, Saxon, British) in 
the first three lines is like an overlap of montage besieging the 
singular scene of Southhampton's shores: innumerable as "sands" 
the lives lost in these endless wars . . . 
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* 
Hardy's depiction of the troops here embarking for the Boer 
War, in their fresh uniforms of yellow (is that khaki-colored? 
sand-colored for camouflage?), 
 
"Yellow as autumn leaves, alive as spring,"  
 
reminded me of a passage from Robert Payne's The White Pony 
(an Anthology of Chinese Poetry from Earliest Times to the 
Present Day, Newly Translated), published in 1947: on page 
226, in his introduction to the poems of Tu Fu, he says: 
 
[H]e is universal. No poet before or after him in Chinese history 
has been so conscious of the human role that can be played by a 
poet, and no else would have dared to sum up all human history, 
as he saw it, in words so charged with meaning that they burst 
out of the page with the effect of an explosion: 
 
Blue is the smoke of war, white the bones of men. 
 
* 
Payne concludes his intro with words that very well could apply 
to Hardy:  
 
[Tu Fu] remains to the end the eternal wanderer, complaining 
against the cold, the poor profits of earth, the sorrows of death, 
the ghastly (but splendid) rituals of empire.  He cared for 
nothing except the dignity and freedom of men to live their own 
lives as they choose, and would have preferred to be 
remembered, if he was remembered at all, as a man of simple 
faith in simple things . . . . 
 
* 
(I seem to remember Berryman somewhere joshing that Hardy's 
poems are disingenuous when they profess "simple faith in 
simple things" . . . am  I remembering that right?) 
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DOLBEN 
 
Digby Mackworth Dolben is a poet I'd never heard of before 
page 240 of "The Oxford Book of Sonnets" edited by John 
Fuller, published in 2000, a book I've been reading now for 10 
years—not straight through, I don't think I've ever read an 
anthology straight through, but off and on I've pulled this one 
from the shelf, mostly to reread old favorites— 
 
but just recently I read Dolben's sole entry here, untitled—an 
English sonnet, with the customary four rhyme-sections: 
 
One night I dreamt that in a gleaming hall 
You played, and overhead the air was sweet 
With waving kerchiefs; then a sudden fall 
Of flowers; and jewels clashed about your feet. 
 
—Not last night, but one night, meaning the dream still haunts 
the "I" from the past . . . Note the subtle internal rhyme-echoes: 
dreamt/gleam, played/head, gleam/sweet, over/air/ker, 
play/waving, then/sudden, etc. . . . . The contrast of head=feet. 
The hard "K" sounds of kerchiefs/clashed (which will reappear 
in the final 3 end-rhymes, so their foreshadowing here is 
strategic).   
 
Overhead where? over the head of the you who is playing 
(playing what? a piano, a violin, what?) or overhead the speaker, 
the dreamer: what is the I's POV? are they in the audience 
gazing up at the you? The air was sweet with waving kerchiefs: 
who's waving those kerchiefs (taken from off their heads in 
homage?), and do they make the air "sweet" with scent 
(handkerchiefs daubed with perfume)? Is that "sudden fall / of 
flowers" being tossed up on the stage by bravo-ing fans of this 
virtuoso: and the jewels, where the hell are they appearing from? 
 
Since it's a dream, there doesn't have to be any audience, really, 
and the kerchiefs/flowers/jewels can simply be oneiric 
manifestations, bursts of fealty. Waving/falling/clashing: what 
active verbs, and how vividly they contrast with the somnolence 
of the passively observing dreamer. The meter is all iambic, with 
one perhaps variant foot: Of flow/ers; and jew/els clashed / 
about / your feet. Perhaps not, since "flowers" traditionally pre-
20th century was elided, prosodied as one syllable. Still, the extra 
(extravagant) "urs" sound is poignantly effective just there, 
especially with the semicolon adding to its caesura-like length. 4 
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lines, 3 of them split by caesurae, breaks in the flow— Indeed, 
there are only 3 unimpeded lines in the poem: lines 1, 6, and 10. 
Eleven lines are broken by punctuation. Unusual for a sonnet, I 
think (though I haven't surveyed a lot of sonnets to see if that is 
true): at the poem's climax breakage becomes its signature motif 
. . . 
 
Around you glittering forms, a starry ring, 
In echo sang of youth and golden ease: 
You leant to me a moment, crying—'Sing, 
If, as you say, you love me, sing with these.'— 
 
Two variant feet: an anapest in line 5, and the trochaic 
substitution at the start of line 8. "Glittering forms"—the 
vagueness of this is shrewd: they're not men and women, 
individuals, they're less than that, nebulous diffuse they compose 
"a starry ring" around the player (pianist?), a backup chorus of 
secondary figures like the dancers framing Madonna/Lady Gaga 
in ancillary propitiatory posturings. In echo sang of youth and 
golden ease—this reminds me of two lines from Verlaine's Clair 
de lune: Tout en chantant sur le mode mineur / L'amour 
vainqueur et la vie oppurtune. The forms are misty apparitions 
befitting a dream-state, which is challenged and shattered line 7 
by the sudden thrust of the active verbs: "You leant to me a 
moment, crying,—'Sing, [sing, damn you!] If, as you say, you 
love me, sing with these.'— Prove your love, dude, join my 
posse. Chime in, chump. All these golden glittering groupies 
gang and glee me, serenade me, while I play me my guitar, I'm 
the star here, hey you say you love me, well, who doesn't: get in 
queue, fool. 
 
[the beginning of line 9 is indented two spaces:] 
 
  In vain my lips were opened, for my throat 
Was choked somewhence, my tongue was sore and dry, 
And in my soul alone the answering note; 
Till, in a piercing concord, one shrill cry, 
As of a hunted creature, from me broke. 
You laughed, and in great bitterness I woke. 
 
—Choked/concord/cry, creature, broke/woke: the profusion of 
cacophony, the harsh K-sounds, not quite as explosive as 
"kerchief" and "clashed" in the first quatrain. In vain my lips 
were opened: that were seems significant, as if to suggest the I's 
lips were open (in awe) throughout the dream/poem, even before 
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they were commanded to be.  
 
The variant feet: line 11, the anapest at the end (stretching out 
the aching answer that fills the soul's inarticulate enclosure); 
then line 12: Till, in / a pier/cing con/cord, one / shrill cry, / the 
trochaic substitution of "Till" concording a rhyme-struck 
spondee with "shrill cry." And the con/one rhyme. (A concord 
normally heals, doesn't it? Love: the concord that spears you.)   
 
Hounded first by the heavenly vision and then the cruel taunting 
of the you, the I is pierced by their own outcry, stabbing upward 
from one's most inward self it splits the heart apart. But even its 
utter arrow of agony is less wounding, less shattering than the 
you's scornful dismissive laugh. 
 
And in great bitterness I woke. 
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A FEW THOUGHTS ON "FOR THE UNION DEAD" 
 
Robert Lowell's great "For the Union Dead" begins with 
water/childhood imagery and finishes with a vision of occluded 
filth: "grease."  In this it follows the trajectory of Rimbaud's 
"Memoire," which opens with "Clear water; like the salt of 
childhood tears" and concludes with "mud."    
 
Lowell was translating the Rimbaud poem around the time he 
wrote "Union" (his rhymed transversion appears in "Imitations"), 
and I think Rimbaud's quatrains influenced his stanzaic choice.   
 
Rimbaud's last image is of a boat stuck in mud in the middle of a 
lake; Lowell shows us the "savage servility" of an evil 
automotived populace, a car-culture that "slides by on grease." 
"Everywhere giant-finned cars nose forward like fish."  The lake 
where fish should be swimming.  Boat: car.  "The old South 
Boston Aquarium."    
 
The two poems mirror each other to some extent, and I wonder 
if Lowell worked these intertangencies consciously.  Both poets 
biographically shared the drama of an overbearing needy mother 
and absent, militarized father (a plot poignantly depicted in 
"Memoire"), and perhaps some of the power of Lowell's poem 
comes from this Oedipal engine.    
 
Whether your vroomvroom boat is dredge-caught in mud, or 
whether your giant finned car (what is a boat but a finned car) 
slides by on grease, forget it.  You ain't going nowhere, little guy: 
c'mere and let me tuck you in.    
 
Momma mud, granny grease.  They gonna get you in the end. 
 
* 
Re the Oedipal underlay of "Union Dead": re the poem's ending: 
the chariot from which King Laios ordered a young tramp 
standing in the crossroads to step aside, get out of my way: that 
royal vehicle is now "everywhere": the "giant-finned cars" of the 
fathers are flooding everywhere, commanding passage, imposing 
their imperial progress. 
 
(Perhaps the father slain is Allen Tate, and "the gentle serpent" 
that concludes his "Ode to the Confederate Dead" is reverse-
echoed as homage/assuage by "a savage servility.") 
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* 
 Lowell didn't mention in his depiction of the subterranean 
public parking garage beneath Boston Common that, as usual in 
this city where the Revolution was fostered with such ideals of 
freedom, the contract to build the project was given to those 
criminous Mafia-made construction companies who use (what 
else) substandard materials to increase their profit, with 
kickbacks to everyone in government,—  
 
all of which led of course to the garage falling apart a mere two 
decades after Lowell witnessed its first incursions: its ceilings 
and walls caved in and crumbled, resulting in the whole thing 
having to be built again, as it were tautologically . . .  
 
the cyclical greeds of politics and war seem unending, ending as 
always in more mire. 
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RUGGED TRIM (or WHAT'S IT ALL ABOUT, 
ORPHIE?) 
 
* 
Kenneth Rexroth edited a Selected Poems of D.H. Lawrence in 
1947, reprint paperback editions of which can be found cheaply . 
. . I remember reading it as a youth, and though I can't point to 
any specific instance I think it had a profound influence on my 
writing . . . It's certainly a book that I have purchased several 
times over, a book I return to and read . . . 
 
Rexroth says many interesting things in the Introduction; 
looking at it recently I was struck by his comments comparing 
Lawrence's poems to Hardy's: 
 
"This verse [Lawrence's early rhymed verse] is supposed to be 
like Hardy's.  It is.  But there is always something a little 
synthetic about Hardy's rugged verse.  The smooth ones seem 
more natural, somehow.  The full dress, Matthew Arnold sort of 
sonnet to Leslie Stephen is probably Hardy's best poem.  It is a 
very great poem, but Arnold learned the trick of talking like a 
highly idealized Anglican archbishop and passed it on to Hardy.  
That is something nobody could imagine Lawrence ever 
learning, he just wasn't that kind of animal." 
 
Rexroth is comparing Hardy's "rugged" style poems to 
Lawrence's: as he points out prior to the passage I've just quoted, 
Lawrence began as a sort of apparently-on-the-surface Georgian 
poet, though he differed from them in at least one significant 
way: "Some of the Georgians had a favorite literary convention.  
They were anti-literary. Lawrence was the real thing."  Thus the 
Lawrence mode of writing rugged was never a conscious stylistic 
choice; with his background it came to him naturally (Rexroth: 
"I don't think he went about it deliberately.") . . . 
 
(Haven't many other poets besides the Georgians played this 
anti-literary charade?  Taking on the Rugged Role is always very 
tempting.) 
 
Rexroth: "There is a vatic quality in Lawrence that is only in 
Hardy rarely. . . . Hardy was a major poet. Lawrence was a 
minor prophet.  Like Blake and Yeats, his is the greater 
tradition." 
 
* 
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Well. Robert Lowell pronounced somewhere (I'm quoting from 
memory) that the two greatest Modern Poets were Rilke and 
Hardy. 
 
Which means doesn't it that for those of us English-speakers 
who take Lowell's word as guide and who can read Rilke only in 
translation, that THE great Modern Poet to encounter in our 
own tongue is Hardy . . . 
 
Hart Crane, writing to Yvor Winters in a letter dated May 29th, 
1927, ventures to say that Hardy is "perhaps the greatest 
technician in English verse since Shakespeare." 
 
Here's the poem Rexroth labeled Hardy's best . . . I've never seen 
it in any anthology: 
 
The Schreckhorn  
(With thoughts of Leslie Stephen) 
(June 1897) 
 
Aloof, as if a thing of mood and whim; 
Now that its spare and desolate figure gleams 
Upon my nearing vision, less it seems 
A looming Alp-height than a guise of him 
Who scaled its horn with ventured life and limb, 
Drawn on by vague imaginings, maybe, 
Of semblance to his personality 
In its quaint glooms, keen lights, and rugged trim. 
 
At his last change, when Life's dull coils unwind, 
Will he, in old love, hitherward escape, 
And the eternal essence of his mind 
Enter this silent adamantine shape, 
And his low voicing haunt its slipping shows 
When dawn that calls the climber dyes them rose? 
 
* 
Quaint glooms, keen lights, and rugged trim: what semblance to 
the personality of Hardy's poetry! 
 
Rexroth calls this a "full dress, Matthew Arnold sort of sonnet."  
So compare it to the one sonnet of Arnold's which is best known 
and most anthologized, whose subject like Hardy's is 
mountainous and nothing less than the Everest of us: 
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(there are no themes for old age, an Arab proverb says, but death 
and the mountain) 
 
SHAKESPEARE 
 
Others abide our question.  Thou art free. 
We ask and ask—Thou smilest and art still, 
Out-topping knowledge.  For the loftiest hill, 
Who to the stars uncrowns his majesty, 
 
Planting his steadfast footsteps in the sea, 
Making the heaven of heavens his dwelling-place, 
Spares but the cloudy border of his base 
To the foil'd searching of mortality; 
 
And thou, who didst the stars and sunbeams know 
Self-school'd, self-scann'd, self-honour'd, self-secure, 
Didst tread on earth unguess'd at.— Better so! 
 
All pains the immortal spirit must endure, 
All weakness which impairs, all griefs which bow 
Find their sole speech in that victorious brow. 
 
* 
Better so!  Why better so?— maybe, because everything that 
wishes to remain sacred must surround itself with mystery, 
Mallarme's commandment: the loftiest hill of Parnassus will still 
maintain its cloudcover 'gainst the foil'd searchings of every 
mortal reader (every reader is mortal, whereas those who have 
learned the ropes, ie poets themselves, can perhaps manage to 
climb or scramble over each other to a unclouded height 
whereon they may glimpse a little daylight's eterne) . . . 
 
* 
(Most of us never make it up to the Base Camp.  I'm still stuck 
in rope-tying class: Knotting 101.) 
 
* 
(I don't know if Arnold was the originator of this oeuvre-as-
mountain metaphor, but surely it must have been a cliche long 
before Basil Bunting tiresomely trundled it out in "On the Fly-
Leaf of Pound's Cantos" . . . ) 
 
* 
Hardy's phrase "rugged trim" contains in itself the contention, 



 

  45 

the contradiction.  Rugged is "anti-literary," plainspoken 
colloquial raw; while trim means smooth, crafted, in Rexroth's 
phrases "highly idealized" and "full dress." 
 
* 
Rugged versus trim.  Mayakovsky versus Mallarme. Brecht 
versus Benn.  Enzensberger versus Celan.  Prevert versus 
Bonnefoy.  Late Neruda versus early Neruda.  The Communist 
Quasimodo versus the Hermetic Quasimodo. Parra's Antipoem 
versus Stevens' metapoem. 
 
Paz in his great book "Children of the Mire" sums up the history 
of Modern Poetry as an "oscillation" between "political 
temptation" and "religious temptation."  In other words, 
Democratic versus Fascist. 
 
* 
The conflict ensues. Pages 320-4, Poetry Magazine, January 05, 
Danielle Chapman reviews Reginald Shepherd's olio of Post-
Avants, The Iowa Anthology of New American Poetries [sic]. 
 
(By American, they mean U.S.  By Poetries, they mean in the 
Arnoldian sense, that each poet is his or her own peakdom; like 
mountains each stands far enough apart from all others that 
borders are called for: in this theoretical distance every poet 
constitutes a separate realm with its own unique language and 
heritage, its own tradition of "poetry."  So an anthology that 
brings together works from these loftitudinally-disparate states is 
per se a transnational one, a gathering of alien poetries . . . ) 
 
(by Poetries they mean Oxygen Required.  Watch out for falling 
rocks.  No climbers past this point unless accompanied by a 
guide.) 
 
Chapman characterizes many of the poems here as masturbatory 
("jerking off"), "narcissistic," "self-pleasuring," "enamored with 
[their] own sound" . . . she forgot solipsistic, apolitical, autotelic, 
reader-unfriendly, elitist, etcet. 
 
Chapman gives more attention to Karen Volkman than anyone 
else, maybe because she senses that Volkman is so gifted that she 
damn well ought to be writing better than most of the others in 
this anthology, much of whose work, Chapman writes, "seems to 
have been constructed from a book of Mad Libs, where poetry-
speak is randomly inserted into a poetic structure and the poem 
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pops out like a product.  Even the work of a skilled practitioner 
like Karen Volkman adopts such gimmickry." 
 
What's the problem, essentially?  The same enigma which 
ModPo since Baudelaire has faced us with, namely, WHAT is 
this poem about?—  (Even more  confusing for many readers is 
that some Modern poems which seem to proffer a clearly 
ostensible subject—Williams' red wheelbarrow is a par 
example—still present problems in understanding what their 
"real subject" is . . . ) 
 
Chapman: "[P]art of the problem with the poems in the Iowa 
Anthology—that of obscurity and incomprehensibility— is 
similar to that which has always beset Language Poetry," not to 
mention Symbolism, Surrealism, Imagism, and so many other 
temptologies.— 
 
"[T]he question of what [Volkman's] poems are about is 
persistent.  Eventually it becomes clear that they are in fact about 
themselves."  They disallow us to judge them, Chapman adds: 
"because the subject of the poem is the poet's own evasive 
thought process, our [potential] objections are overruled by the 
mind of the poet, which, by its own definition, moves faster than 
ours."  Didn't Ashbery asset that poets should try to make their 
poems "critic-proof"? 
 
But making it critic-proof sometimes makes it reader-proof as 
well.  Most readers are, to use Arnold's figure, mortal and don't 
want to be "foil'd" by a poem, no matter how Shakespeare its 
author is.  They want to know what a poem is about, and they 
want to know what it's saying about that subject. 
 
So what IS the poem about?  What's it all about, Orpheus? 
 
Samuel French Morse in his introduction to Opus Posthumous 
by Wallace Stevens, hands this injunction down from the bench:  
"From the very beginning his poems were 'about' poetry; it is the 
one real subject of Harmonium and all the later work." 
 
Morse then quotes from a 1940 letter by Stevens, who hands it 
down from his throne: 
 
'The subject-matter of poetry is the thing to be ascertained. 
Offhand, the subject-matter is what comes to mind when one 
says of the month of August . . . 'Thou art not August, unless I 
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make thee so.' 
 
I think by saying "one real subject" Morse means: as opposed to 
the ostensible or surface subject. 
 
. . . Either I don't understand the Stevens quote or I'm wrong to 
see a contradiction where he says the subject-matter has to be 
ascertained: 
 
in other words, it's not a given, it has to be found and proved; 
 
that's confusing, because he immediately follows that by the 
"offhand" suggestion that essentially a poem's subject-matter is 
always the same: its apparent subject may be August (or 
whatever), but its real, its eternal subject is the poet's 
interminably flowing assertion of power and priority.   
 
So evenings die, in their green going, a wave, interminably 
flowing.  In the beginning is the Word, and you, August, you, 
phenomena, are non until I utter you so. 
 
Per Mallarme, everything in the world exists in order to end up 
in a book; for Stevens, onhand as it were, the book exists prior to 
its content.  What is subject, and what is the subject. 
 
There's an Arnoldian sonnet on the subject, by Stevens, "The 
Poem that Took the Place of a Mountain," in which the author 
"recompose[s] the pines, / Shift[s] the rocks" to create that 
aloftness where "he would be complete in an unexplained 
completion." 
 
Complete in an unexplained completion. That's right: never 
explain.  Harold Bloom's book on Stevens is almost as 
intimidating and daunting as Stevens himself.  Early on he 
quotes from Emerson: 
 
"[W]e cannot say too little of our constitutional necessity of 
seeing things under private aspects, or saturated with our 
humours.  And yet is the God the native of these bleak rocks." 
 
Private aspects, private sights, visible only from the poet's eagle-
eyrie outlook: so edgy-exact this precipice of bleak rocks where 
the I alone is native; where no reader dare venture.   
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—What "God" is the only native, the sole inhabitant, of those 
bleak rocks?   
 
Only there, says Stevens in this poem, could the poet 
"[r]ecognize his unique and solitary home."  Only there can he 
dwell as "God the native." 
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THE TRICK 
 
“The trick naturally is what [Robert] Duncan learned years ago 
and tried to teach us�—�not to search for the perfect poem but 
to let your way of writing of the moment go along its own paths, 
explore and retreat but never be fully realized (confined) within 
the boundaries of one poem. . . . There is really no single poem.”  
—Jack Spicer 
 
* 
I don't totally disagree with what Spicer says above: 
 
—his "trick" works for some poets—Frank O'Hara for 
example—but not for others, 
 
whose trick is "to search for the perfect poem"—Bishop and 
Mallarme, to name a couple— 
 
Many perhaps most poets sort of dither away between this 
either-or, 
 
opting for both over the course of a lifetime: 
 
compare the "perfected" poems of Robert Lowell versus his 
Notebook sonnets . . . 
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NO COMMENT 
 
We poets of the USA should be grateful for all the support we 
receive from our state institutions. 
 
Take just the CIA: not only do they found and fund magazines 
like the Paris Review for us, 
 
but they also take on the dangerous task of going into foreign 
countries and eliminating our potential competitors . . . 
 
For example: How many young Chilean poets were murdered or 
suicided or impoverished or exiled by the CIA-installed 
Pinochet regime? 
 
Who remembers today the chagrin and embarrassment 
 
that North American USA poets suffered in the past when we 
compared our poetry to that of the great Chilean poets like 
Neruda and Parra, 
 
how solipsistically small and provincial and futile our poems 
seemed when set next to theirs . . . 
 
but now, in the succeeding decades, hasn't that situation 
improved thanks to the CIA's intervention? 
 
It's not just in Chile, of course, where recent news reports have 
named a specific CIA agent who allegedly murdered Neruda.— 
 
Imagine how many other South American poets have been killed 
or otherwise quashed and quelled by CIA-funded activities. 
 
Not to mention Africa, Asia et al. 
Yes: All those poets who might have produced better poems 
than us, whose poems might have put ours to shame, we don't 
have to worry about them now, do we, 
 
because they've all been offed for us by the CIA. 
 
We should bow our heads every day in the direction of the CIA 
headquarters at Langley, Virginia, and say a silent thanks for 
their benefactions. 
 
We have been blessed.  We are the Langley Poets. 
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* 
Yes, every USA poet owes part of our endowment to the CIA.  
Whether the Paris Review has published us or not, 
 
we've all benefited from the CIA's worldwide pogroms. 
Indeed— 
 
Just as USA business cartels pay the CIA's mercenaries to 
assassinate and undermine and destroy their foreign competitors, 
 
so the Academy of American Poets has commissioned similar 
sorties from Langley:— 
 
"There's this poet in Sierra Leone, and . . . she writes sort of 
Tony Hoagland, only political, and ten times better . . . can't you 
do something, you know, the usual, make it look like an accident 
. . . prison maybe . . . okay, that's great . . . Tony can breathe 
easier thanks to you . . . ah if the Tonys only knew all the things 
you do for them, and for all our poets . . . thanks so much . . . 
yes, the Charles Wright first edition is in the mail to you, I had 
him inscribe it as always . . . no, no, thank YOU, Director Bush-
Plimpton!" . . . 
 
* 
(My understanding of the CIA is amateurish, based on novels 
and movies.  For example "The Good Shepherd" (2006) presents 
a film historical version of one Company hierarch, 
 
who first appears as a poetry student at Yale before his 
recruitment into espionage. 
 
Some of the poetry students at Yale became CIA, and some of 
them became poets: the question remains whether some of them 
became both. 
 
(Maybe that should be present-tense: become. What kind of 
Skull-and-Bones blood-oath do they make you swear to get your 
Yale Younger Poet badge— 
 
There's a secret society someone should investigate. 
 
I pledge allegiance to Louise Gluck and the [CLASSIFIED] for 
which she stands.) 
 
* 
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So I have this paranoic-critical vision of the CIA as being 
upperclass Ivyleague on its higher levels at least (not all that 
different from Po-Biz, when you come to think of it), 
 
arrogant rich snobs with anglo-names . . . it's not much like that 
in reality, I suppose, but this is my fantasy, 
 
my fictional version— 
 
So, above, when I have the CIA's "asset" at the Academy of 
American Poets phone Langley to request a termination-with-
extreme-prejudice on an alien po-threat to Tony the Hoag, 
 
I imagine them coalescing with Director Bush-Plimpton, head 
of the CIA's Cultural Affairs Division, 
 
And the latter being "repaid" with an addition to his collection 
of Charles Wright books. 
 
Why Wright?  Is that fair?— 
 
After all, Bush-Plimpton's Virginia estate is probably larger than 
Charles Wright's manse . . . I don't doubt his income is higher 
than Wright's . . . plutocrat/poetcrat— 
 
but despite their payscale diffs and divides, 
 
I picture B-P as honoring the capitalist merit-system of Success 
that spiritually unites the two of them, 
 
and I can see him acquiesce with nods and doffs of admiration at 
the bravura displays of Wright's tradecraft, 
 
the skillful delays and declensions of that author's elegantly tepid 
variations: 
 
how a diaristic prose is made to seem almost poetic by the 
strategic use of inflated introversions and drop-lines; 
 
and how Wright has distinguished himself by singlehandedly 
elevating the Allusion to an entelechy: 
 
how he has raised Namedropping to a modality. 
 
And especially since Bush-Plimpton himself, in his day to day 
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occupation 
 
of masterminding coups and kickbacks and assassinations in the 
cultural camps of the world, 
 
he too must shoulder the onerous task of creating Phantom 
Identities: 
 
no wonder he appreciates the poet's flair for it. 
 
And all of Wright's bucolic backyard musings on the Big 
Questions of Nature and Fate and Art, 
 
they echo his, B-P's, 
 
as he too, like the poet, lounges in the garden behind his 
mansion 
 
and gazes out over the vales and values of his desmesne and lets 
the second vodka turn his thoughts into blink-eyed chin-
scratching damps and ramp-ups 
 
not dissimilar to Wright's ponderistic longueurs . . . 
 
Remember that B-P's scion at the Agency, James Jesus 
Angleton, was a reverent disciple of Ezra Pound (I assume 
Angleton ran the Op that saved Pound from a treason trial) . . . 
 
Bush-Plimpton following JJA's lead favors the non-Leftist poets 
(or the non-political poets, the apolitical poets). 
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I DIDN'T WRITE IT 
 
There are more than two types of poets, I imagine, but I'm 
thinking of these two: 
 
First, poets who write books. 
 
Second, poets who write poems (which are eventually published 
in collections) . . . 
 
There is a difference between books of poems and collections of 
poems, isn't there? There seems to me to be a difference, but I 
may be wrong. 
 
Poets who write a poem for the sake of a book, with the thought 
of its placement in a book. The point being its inclusion 
amongst the other poems in the book. The point being the book 
comes first and the poem second. Any individual poem must 
conform to the uniformity of the book. 
 
And the opposite: Poets who write a poem for its own sake, with 
no thought of how or where it may end up within a collection of 
poems. With no thought of anything beyond the event of the 
poem itself. With no hope that it may contribute to, or 
constitute part of, a greater whole. 
 
* 
(I'm not making value judgments here; I'm speculating; I'm 
trying to configure my thoughts, not promote them to the status 
of statements.) 
 
* 
The poet who writes books-of-poems. 
The poet who writes poems. 
 
* 
Don't you have to write poems to be a poet? Evidently not. You 
can be a poet by writing, not poems, but books-of-poems. 
 
The book-poet believes; the poem-poet doubts. The devout and 
the atheist. 
 
The book-poet always has something to do; the poem-poet 
never has anything to do. 
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* 
A collection-of-poems was written one at a time, and should 
therefore be read one at a time.  Ergo: read as a whole. 
 
But a book-of-poems can never be read at a time. Only that 
which can be read at a time is whole.  Thus a book-of-poems 
always lacks completion. 
 
* 
I've read a poem, but I've never read a book-of-poems. 
 
The latter can never be read at a time.  The putative and 
conceptual experience is attenuated and extended beyond any 
occasion. 
 
* 
A quote from Holderlin: 
 
"There is only one real quarrel in the world: which is more 
important, the whole or the individual part." 
 
Poetry (or the book-of-poetry), or the poem? 
 
I'm sorry, but I don't think this "one real quarrel" can be ended 
or resolved by proclamation— 
 
Of course you can always assert that your "[Flashily-Named 
New Poetry Group]" has transcended this argument, 
 
and sell that illusory empty amalgam, 
 
market your scam . . . but? 
 
* 
In any case, I think I prefer to read poems in anthologies. A 
poem is never really complete until it appears in an anthology. 
 
Even in collections-of-poems, the poem is vitiated by its 
contiguity, weakened by association. 
 
Or on a sheet of paper blown to my feet; or inked on an animal-
hide snatched from a stream. . . 
 
* 



 

 56 

Of course there is always the unhappy realization that occurs to 
me when reading a poem; 
 
whether I read it in a book-of-poems or a collection-of-poems 
or an anthology, 
 
or on an anonymous gutterflap or a cave-wall:  
 
there is this sorrowful inevitable certainty, which devastates me 
each time I read a poem, 
 
which confounds me as I finally understand what reading it 
means: 
 
it means I didn't write it. 
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SLAVES  
 
The world of Art mirrors the world of Society.  Just as the latter 
is based on hierarchy, on a class system, so is the former. 
 
And in the world of Art, poetry is the lowest class. 
In the world of Art, poets are the proles, the slaves. 
 
Just as slaves in the world of Society are bullied and beaten, 
treated as subhuman, so in the world of Art poets are similarly 
abused. 
 
All the wealth/value produced by Society's slaves is stolen from 
them by those in the higher classes.  The latter grow rich on the 
former's misery.    
 
Every idea or good generated by poet-labor is also stolen, 
plagiarized by the higher classes of Music, Painting, Film and 
Prose.  They prosper on the poet's back.  All their wealth comes 
from stealing and using what the poet-slave produces. 
 
As slaves, poets internalize their inferior status.  We grovel 
before the Masters of Music Painting Film and Prose.  We 
become their lickspittles, their toadies, their dogs, obsequiously 
grateful for the least crumb falling from their fat tables.   
 
We flatter kiss-ass praise these Masters for their greatness, 
forgetting that every good every gram of worth they possess, 
every virtue, was stolen from us.   
 
From time to time the slaves of Society have risen up against 
their evil Masters, have rebelled against their oppressors.  But 
the slaves of Art, the poets, have they ever revolted against their 
oppressive Masters?   Never.  We have never tried to rip off our 
chains.  We have never protested against the Prosewriters the 
Filmmakers the Musicmucks the Painters, the Masters who 
daily steal our resources, we have never tried to expose their 
criminal acts of theft and exploitation.  No, we never even dream 
of rising up in fury to confront and attack these overlords whose 
cabals conspire against our welfare, whose cultural institutions 
and media are designed and operated to keep us in penury and 
abject submission.  Whose statutes of power stand ready to 
cripple and punish and murder us.  As they have done so often 
in the past. 
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NOBEL IDIOTS 
 
* 
Once again in 2009, the Nobel Prize for Literature has gone to 
an idiot. 
 
How many years in a row now is it that the Swedish Academy 
has lauded idiots with this ultimate honor. 
 
Here's some idiot writing in the NYTimes: 
 
"Should Ms. Oates and Mr. Roth, Mr. Pynchon and Mr. 
DeLillo never win a Nobel, however, they will be in exalted 
company.  Among those who never won the Nobel Prize: James 
Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Leo Tolstoy and Marcel Proust." 
 
The Times idiot doesn't mention a single poet: natch. 
 
Pound, Frost, Stevens, WC Williams, Auden, Bishop, Larkin: 
just to list past poets writing in English who should have won 
Nobels and didn't. 
 
What a disgrace that the prize has not gone to living poets like 
Ashbery, Bonnefoy, Parra et al (make your own list) .. 
 
The latest idiot:—Helga Muller: well, if they wanted to give it to 
a woman writer in her middle years of age, it should have been 
Carol Ann Duffy or Sharon Olds, both of whom deserve it— 
 
but they're poets, and poets only get the Nobel on those odd-
once-every-decade-or-two occasions when the idiots at the 
SwedAcad can't agree on which idiot to choose, so it seems . . . 
 
* 
I'm using the word "idiot" in its original meaning, from ancient 
Greece.   
 
To quote a sentence in the Wordsworth Dictionary of Phrase 
and Fable (p. 561)—from its definition of "idiot": 
 
'The Greeks have the expressions, 
 
"a priest or an idiot" (layman), 
 
"a poet or an idiot" (prose-writer).' 
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PORNSTARS JACK SPICER AND LORINE 
NIEDECKER 
 
I can’t think of any unjustly forgotten USA poets of the 20th 
Century because there are none— 
 
attempts to resurrect poets unread in their lifetimes are futile, no 
matter how much money university presses waste in the effort, 
or how many pages the Norton adds onto each edition— 
 
and no matter how many of us vainly delude ourselves it’s 
possible— 
 
poets' selfish reasons for perpetuating this myth are obvious— 
 
the only poets posthumously recoverable are those whose work 
wasn’t available before their death (Dickinson, Rimbaud, Plath 
et al)— 
 
/ 
Hope springs eternal and all that, but one can't fatuously indulge 
in fantasy all the time, one has to sober up sometimes— 
 
To take as an example, my own particular case: 
 
No one reads me now, ergo no one is going to read me a decade 
from now when I'm dead— 
 
I can't console myself with the illusion that "posterity" will see 
merits in my poetry that contemporary readers and critics 
didn't—it doesn't happen that way. 
 
It never happens that way.  And to pretend/profess otherwise is 
simply another of the endless lies failed poets pathetically plaster 
our wounds with. 
/ 
Afterthought: you may point to the recent two-volume Norton 
Mod/Con to refute my contention that obscure poets aren't 
recoverable, and yes, there are some additions to that canonical 
anthol which might qualify— 
 
but while the Norton may be infinitely expandable (especially 
when it's tranferred into a web-based entity), 
semesters and student brains aren't— 
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and when the next generation of po-profs careerwardly restore 
the reps of other po-oblivo's, and this latter slate of rescuees has 
to be wedged-in to the mix, 
 
what then?  Just as James Stephens and others were excised to 
provide room for Loy/Niedecker et al in the current edition of 
the Norton Mod/Con, won't some (and eventually most) of the 
recent insertees have to be similarly sacrificed in the future?— 
 
In the long run, as each succeeding edition is forced to include 
other regilded relics, eventually all or nearly all of these current 
dug-up oldies will be axed and will fade once more to their 
former forgotteny. 
 
* 
Niedecker (or Jack Spicer et al) is less a poet than a pornstar, 
 
an autoerotic fantasy dreamed up to satisfy the jugjug desires of 
justly neglected poets whose only hope to ever be read is this 
absurd fetish fantasy of posthumous reparation. 
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(CONT.) 
 
Complaining that dead poet X has been unjustly forgotten and 
neglected is just pointless blather— 
 
if you think Hilda Morley (or whoever) deserves rescuing from 
oblivion, then do it: contact the executor of Morley's estate, the 
copyright holder, and work with them— 
 
If you can't find a publisher willing to assume the costs of 
publishing and promoting a big Selected (or even a Collected), 
nor a publisher to publish a book of essays about Morley, then 
start a Morley appreciation website with a Paypal donation 
option and solicit money to help fund the cost of publishing that 
Selected (or Collected), 
and also solicit essays etcet from poets and profs (and poet-profs) 
who admire Morley and are willing to donate their time and 
effort in writing such appreciations— 
 
And when you collect enough donations to help fund the book's 
publication, work with a publisher to do that— 
Not just a big Selected or Collected Poems, but also an 
accompanying volume of essays devoted to Morley— 
 
If you really wanted to revive interest in an obscure poet, 
wouldn't you take such steps?  Whining on your blog that 
Morley (or anybody else) has been "unjustly forgotten" is easy, 
too easy, and too self-congratulatory: 
 
Look at me, I care about this unfairly neglected poet! Aren't I 
admirable for drawing attention to this injustice! (Emile Zola 
got nothin' on me)— 
 
Put your money where your mouth is, put your time and effort 
into practical schemes to bring Morley back from the abebooks 
abyss, and I'll respect you— 
 
I won't agree with you that she's worth rescuing, but I'll respect 
you— 
 
As I respect the editors of the Larry Eigner Collected Poems, 
list price 150 dollars! 
 
I wouldn't pay 15 cents for an Eigner book,  but so what— 
 



 

 62 

As I wrote in the previous piece, I don't believe there are any 
unjustly forgotten 20th Century USAPO— 
 
the myth of the unjustly forgotten dead poet 
 
is simply porno for poor versifiers who know how soon they too 
will be forgotten after their own deaths. 
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SOLD 
 
Often, perhaps, when an artist grows older, he/she must refute 
the artists they admired in their youth— 
 
they are embarrassed by that former enthusiasm, ashamed at 
having ever been so gauche in judgment— 
 
these once-adulated elders must be symbolically slain/cast 
down/humiliated— 
 
it helps of course if the idol was in fact false in the first place, a 
sham, a golden calf with hooves of clay, a boyband whose 
vocals/guitars were computer spawned— 
 
it's even easier if that penny icon was a flash in the pan now 
universally despised or ignored, a pariah humbled and debased, 
 
like a writer who may have enjoyed some minor notice in his 
youth but who now grown old and forgotten must vanity-
publish his work, 
 
or even the yecchiest echelon of all, that dantean depth wherein 
wanders lost that most abject of detritrals, the "blog poet" . . . 
 
* 
For an example of what I mean here, consider the strange piece 
which appeared in the Washington Post (10/12/08), the "Poets 
Corner" column, by Mary Karr— 
 
she begins with a familiar rhetorical ploy: a sheepish admission 
of youthful naivete: 
 
"Back in high school, I fell in love with Bill Knott's visionary 
poems . . . " 
 
After this disingenuous gushygoo she quickly proceeds to 
suggest that her teenself was the victim of a "hoax" perpetrated 
by Knott . . . yes, 
 
her young-innocent delusional ardour for his poetry was caused 
not by its intrinsic merits, 
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no, she was guiled and traduced by the specious notoriety his 
spurious frauds had cloud-hued him with:  
 
Knott, she reveals, "became a cult figure . . . through a suicide 
hoax in 1966." 
 
In fact, Karr notes, prior to this fake self-offing, this felo-de-
flummery, 
 
Knott had been "collecting rejection slips for years." 
 
And, her implication is clear, 
 
he would have gone on collecting rejection slips forever if 
 
he hadn't managed to dupe and bamboozle editors with his 
counterfeit ruses and flimflam impostures— 
 
the deceitful trickery of which continues to this day, she 
insinuates by asserting that "Knott . . . still produces . . . 
experimental verse," 
 
"experimental" being a code-word to implicate, indict his 
persistent incriminating caprices and morally-shoddy 
eccentricities— 
 
("Experimental" meaning oddball, abnormal: not like the regular 
Establishment poets Karr usually praised in this [now-defunct] 
weekly column: 
 
He's not like us, Karr is assuring her AmeriPo-Biz cohorts, he's 
an anomaly, he can be marginalized and scorned with no risk— 
 
in such circles, "experimental" is an insult, and Karr is indicating 
with this pejorative 
 
that Knott should be viewed as anathema by the mainstream of 
American Poetry—) 
 
He's a crank, Karr says, quote: "He's an iconoclast."  You can't 
take him seriously.  
 
In this she agrees with the eminent critic Christopher Ricks, 
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who in The Massachusetts Review dismissed Knott as "a 
malignant clown." 
 
"Futilely" is the word Karr uses to describe Knott's vain attempts 
to write— 
 
he is "futilely" trying to be a poet, as she sees it. . . . 
 
Her final summation seems apropos: 
 
"pathological paranoia" 
 
is her grown-up-now diagnosis of this mentally-ill reprobate, 
 
her older-and-wiser verdict on 
 
his worthless life and work. 
 
* 
Karr's thinly-disguised attack on Knott is really a kind of 
exorcism, a ritual to expel this shadow from her sinful youth— 
 
Yes, she confesses to her confreres in the USAPO elite, 
 
I was guilty of letting myself be hoaxed  
—and note that she uses the word "hoax" twice in her brief 
article, 
 
reiterating it for emphasis, to remind her readers in case they 
missed it the first time— 
 
yes, she coyly admits, I was hoaxed by the charlatan Knott, 
 
but mea culpa, look, I here repent that adolescent foolishness, 
 
lo, I cast the demon out! 
 
* 
Knott is the dumb donkey Karr rode into Poetryville on, back in 
her uneducated raw youth, 
 
the ass she must now augeanize from her stable, 
 
the sacrificial mule she must thrice deny before the Academy of 
American Poets crows and crowns her. 
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* 
Afterthought— 
 
I apologize for writing the diatribe above in the third person— 
 
I was so hurt and humiliated by this article that I could only 
respond by distancing it from the first-person— 
I think the greatest sign of Karr's contempt for me is something 
she didn't say: 
 
the fact that she didn't mention even in passing my blog, 
whereon for the past several years 
 
I have been posting my entire catalog of poetry for free open 
access: 
 
that, to me, hurt worse than any of her subtle insults. 
 
But, to be fair, given the space restrictions of column-writing, 
given the limited space the Washington Post allotted her, if she 
had deigned to refer readers to my blog,  
 
then she wouldn't have had room enough left to label me a 
"hoax" twice over, 
 
to relate the gossipy rumors of my various frauds and deceptions 
and oh yes let's not forget my "father's suicide" etc.—  
 
And she simply had to include those sordid plums in her screed 
because,  
 
after all, as she has learned so well from the popularity of her 
prose memoirs, 
 
sensationalist tittletattle sells.  
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SAD TALE (POSTPROJECTIONIST) 
 
A young poet in probably his thirties send me his book ms for a 
blurb, and I read every poem in it (or tried to) and I felt stupid 
and senile for not being to understand most of them . . . it wasn't 
that I disliked them, because I liked the few I could understand, 
but I literally and I mean literally couldn't grasp what most of his 
poems were about, or what they were saying, so I couldn't in 
credit write the blurb . . . 
 
He was disappointed, and so was I in a way . . . but really: in ten 
years (or ten months; or ten days) I'll be dead, and ten years after 
that my name will be forgotten, and ten years after that this 
young poet who's now in his thirties may himself be trying to 
read poems by younger poets and feeling frustrated when he's 
unable to appreciate them . . . 
 
Unless he becomes one of those pathetic old poets who are 
constantly (and patronizingly) discovering young poets and 
praising them to the skies; these elderly sponsors-of-the-new 
remind me of von Aschenbach in Mann's Death in Venice patting 
rouge on his cheeks to appear less ancient for the adolescent he 
has fallen into a passion toward, pursuing his final dream of a 
decayed youth . . . 
 
No, really: if you were a young poet whom I'd hailed this week 
on my blog as the savior messiah of the art, and you knew that 
last week and all the weeks before that I had acclaimed dozens 
and dozens of other young poets in a similar fashion, heaping 
lauds of laurels on the unparalleled genius of each, and that next 
week and all the weeks after that I would be lavishing my 
highsign on similar wunderkind, 
 
would you, could you take my praise seriously?  
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[ ] 
 
—is Lowell’s “Imitations” a model for the "creatively unoriginal" 
era many perloffs and profs are hailing the advent of . . . 
 
if all verse consists of variant recombinations of past verse, as the 
first plagiarist Orpheus liked to claim, then 
 
aren’t Lowell’s brilliant reconfigurations of Leopardi et al 
 
to be especially admired and emulated— 
 
but can anybody/everybody follow his example with equal 
success— 
 
or is it Lowell’s unique expertise/craft/handling that makes these 
translations so brilliant—? 
 
(conception or execution? content or form? Koons or Hockney?) 
 
you can’t download his talents, or at least not yet— 
 
as brilliant young poet and critic Michael Robbins observes of 
Lowell: “he could sculpt a stanza with a precision of tone, 
diction, imagery, sound, & meter. . . ” 
 
Perhaps stanza-sculpting software will perform that task for 
poets in the near future? 
 
let the app do the cottage-industrial dirtywork of composition— 
 
computers can already probably write more skilfully than most 
poets, don't you agree? 
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[ ] 
 
Imagine the new issue of Poetry Magazine has published a 
review of the latest book by Robert Pinsky, in which the 
reviewer takes the opportunity to report a rumor he's heard, a 
rumor which states that Pinsky is terrified of giving poetry 
readings,—imagine the response such a review might evoke.  
Imagine the uproar. 
 
But when Poetry Magazine published a review of one of my 
books wherein the reviewer did exactly that—where the reviewer 
(after summarily dismissing my verse) printed a rumor that I was 
"terrified" (the word he used) to give poetry readings— 
 
When Poetry Magazine allowed its reviewer to include, in his 
ostensible review of my book, that false rumor about me, what 
happened?  Nothing.  Did they receive letters of protest or 
outrage?  Of course not. 
 
Poetry Magazine knew they could print any untruth, any slander 
about me, and no one would care, no one would object— 
 
and no one did. 
 
Indeed the only consequence that followed Poetry Magazine's 
news-flash that I was afraid to give poetry readings, 
 
the only consequence was this:  
 
all my reading invitations dried up—nobody invited me to read 
anywhere anymore. 
 
* 
And when I die, will those bloody bastards at Poetry Magazine 
print one of my little poems as an "obit"—you know the kind of 
thing they do.  
 
I submitted poems to Poetry for like 4 or 5 decades and they 
rejected every one.  They never accepted a poem from me—they 
published some poems the "Placement Editor" at Farrar Straus 
& Giroux gave them from my book "The Unsubscriber," 
without my knowledge or permission.  They "accepted" my 
poems from FSG, but not from me, never from me.  And don't 
believe those fucking hypocrites if they tell you anything 
different.
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[ ] 
 
As Mary Karr reported in the Washington Post, I was getting 
nothing but rejection slips before I duped magazines into 
publishing my lousy poems with a "fake suicide" hoax, and, she 
added, I would have continued getting nothing but rejection 
slips if I hadn't tricked those editors into publishing my 
"posthumous" verse.  Karr can tell you how I bamboozled them 
with my phony poems.  
 
And she's right of course: in fact every poem I ever wrote was a 
hoax, a fraud, a fake, which is why, ever since her WashPost 
exposure, I have had to publish them myself in vanity volumes, 
because no legitimate publisher would have a scandal disgrace 
like me on their list of authors . . .  
 
The poor publishers I traduced into publishing me in the past 
with my flimflam tactics are ashamed to admit they ever issued 
any books by me, and I can't blame them for being chagrinned at 
falling prey to my con-artist deceptions.  The joke is on them. 
 How embarrassed they are to have been hoodwinked by a 
chiseler like me, whose "poems" are all fake and in fact were all 
plagiarized.  I pulled the wool over their eyes: those 
editors/publishers who put out my books were too stupid to see 
through my chicanery.  They'll never live it down. 
 
Indeed all those editors and publishers who published my poems 
and books prior to 2008 when Mary Karr revealed in the 
Washington Post that my entire poetry career was a total 
HOAX (she used the word twice to describe me) from start to 
finish, were then and are still ashamed to have published my 
sham poems, embarrassed to admit I had been on their lists, that 
my plagiarized verse had deceived them— 
 
And as a result of Karr's expo-zay, after this revelatory bulletin 
appeared in 2008, after she outed me as the total fraud I am and 
have always been, I guess it's not surprising no legit magazine 
will publish my counterfeit verse, and no real publisher will 
touch my bogus books . . .  
 
My sins finally caught up with me, and now I am the pariah 
persona non grata I was always destined to be. The liar, the 
plagiarist, the impostor goes down in the end, evil is punished! 
 
Even an editor as astute and intelligent as Jonathan Galassi was 
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fooled by my flummery, he published two books of mine, one at 
Random House and the second at Farrar Straus Giroux in 
2004;— in fact he expressed an interest in having my Selected 
Poems maybe done by FSG, but then M. Karr and the 
Washington Post revealed my ignominy to the world,  
 
following which no publisher of any standing or self-respect 
would ever again have anything to do with a depraved despised 
untouchable like me. 
 
* 
If you don't believe Karr, just ask James Tate, he'll tell you—hell, 
he said it to my face—that half my poems were plagiarized from 
his work, and the other half were stolen from others: he could 
make a list of them, he told me, a list of the poets besides 
himself whose ideas and styles I had expropriated and claimed as 
my own. 
 
* 
Ed Ochester editor of the Pitt Poetry series published one of my 
spurious books in 1989, but in the following two decades must 
have realized what a shameful mistake it had been to add my 
name to the Pitt roster: he wised up or someone told him the 
truth about my supposititious poetry, that my plagiarism-filled 
poems were all hoax faux fakes, so when he edited a "Best of" 
anthology of works from the series in 2007, he knew that he 
could not include any by me in the book: he knew that selecting 
any of my false verse from the 1989 book into his "Best of" 
anthol would delegitimize it fatally, damage its prestige and 
tarnish his immaculate reputation and high standing in the 
American poetry community. 
 



 

 72 

[ ] 
 
Once they get to a certain age, poets should be put to sleep; I 
don't mean all poets, not real poets, successful poets: but poets 
like me, second-raters, third-raters, whether run of the mill 
SOQhack like me or superannuated avant, we should get it in 
the neck.  Our poems are already dead; we might as well follow. 
Because what's the point.  We're not going to write anything 
important now: I'm not going to, that's for sure. I'm through, I 
know it.  Why hang on and keep going through the motions, 
which is all I'm doing now as anyone can see who reads the work 
I've posted on my blog over the past few years. 
 
But there should be an easy out for old poets who've failed.  A 
graceful goodbye, a painless dispensation.  We should be helped 
to put ourselves away quietly.  A "terminal dosage" should 
appear on our doorsill from some anonymous generous patron of 
the arts, to honor not our accomplishment but our sustained 
devotion to the bright cause.  We don't deserve a prize for our 
lifelong failed poetic attempts, but surely by those laborious 
efforts we have at least earned a charitable bottle of sleepingpills! 
The American Academy of Arts and Letters could spare an OD, 
don't you think? 
 
Is it too much to ask the Poetry Society of America and the 
Academy of American Poets to help euthanize the exits of old 
failed poets like me?  Can't they set up a discretionary fund, an 
in-house Hemlock Society, to assist and sponsor such acts of 
mercy?  If they had hearts they would. 
 
Seriously, with all the millions the Poetry Foundation has, they 
can't take a little of that money and establish an Euthanasia 
outreach program for extinctist poets like me? 
 
Can no one hear us old failed poets begging for surcease? "Put 
me out of my misery" we whimper.  Have pity on us. Is there no 
kind Benefactor who will aid our quietus, who will press into our 
hand the nepenthean vial? 
 
The CIA issues suicide pills to its agents. . . the CIA used to 
fund under-the-table most USA artistic institutions (perhaps 
they still do). . . why can't someone from the myriad Academies 
of American Coldwar Culture call up their former or current 
conduits in the CIA and say, Hey we got all these old failed 
poets cluttering up the mis en scene, can't you lend us some 
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"escape-capsules" to help us delete this mess. . . The Academy of 
American Poets could benefit AmerPo most by scoring cyanide 
cocktails for terminal poets like me. 
 
* 
The CEO of Home Depot recentluy retired with a 210 million 
dollar payout. I wasn't the CEO of AmeriPoBiz Inc, I was only 
a minor clog in the company: I don't expect 210 million, but 
can't they at least give me a crummy bottle of barbituates, some 
goodbye-Bill pills to ease my demise?!  
 
If everybody reading this would scrounge their medicine cabinet 
and vouchsafe me a tab or two.  Or if only some wealthy patron 
of the arts would find it in their hearts to mercifully 
anonymously endow me with the Terminal Sedation that would 
balm and dose me to a close. 
 
In asserting my civil right to end my life when and as how I 
choose, I may be transgressing the social norms, which of course 
poets have never done!  
 
It seems to me that poets especially should appreciate and 
support this right.  I'm not excluding other vocations, sculptors 
for example could receive such benefits from the Sculptors 
League, and etcet for every field of endeavor, but I demand that 
the Poetic Institutions should aid poets particularly in this 
matter.  
 
I demand their patronage at this acme of climacteric: they owe 
me (and needless to say, all other poets like me, we who have 
overpaid our lives into that metaphorical fund devotionally and 
are now due our parting pension) that much, they owe me this 
assisted demise.  
 
This bequeath of death. 
 
I can of course do it via the usual violent methods, but I feel that 
as a poet I deserve a painless deliverance granted by the 
Academy of American Poets or the Poetry Society of America or 
the Poetry Foundation or the Ingram Merrill Foundation or the 
heiratic Bollingen or similar endowers of poetic endeavor— 
 
Or is it hopeless to expect succor from such evil and corrupt 
bodies?  Must poets form their own self-help groups, auto-
euthanistic societies.  If those malevolent cabals listed in the 
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previous paragraph will not help me in this quest, must I turn to 
poets themselves and beg for their individual or collective 
mercies . . .                                                                                             
 
I can attend poetry readings with a sign around my neck asking 
for contributions of the right prescription strength. 
Or I can write pleas to famous poets begging them to scrape 
their medicine cabinets for a bolus of panacea, a perk of peace . . 
. 
 
Yes it would be useless of me to protest picket the offices of the 
Academy of American Poets et al, though I will continue to 
proclaim that they are in arrears to me, that they are obligated to 
accord me this compensatory quittance in return for my lifetime 
of service. 
 
* 
All I'm asking is that the Academy of American Poets 
requisition a supply of suicide capsules from its bosses at the 
C.I.A., and issue one to me.  And to other elderly poets who 
likewise seek a quick demise.  The AAP should be shamed and 
blamed that it does not offer this most humanitarian of services 
to the poetry community.
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FRANTIC PROFESSION 
 
A poet who believes in the worthiness of his or her work 
may, in the end, turn out to have been wrong in that belief— 
 
but a poet who doubts the merit of their own work will almost 
always turn out to be right. 
 
(Maybe it's not just poets this applies to.) 
 
/ 
This is in line with the terror expressed by (presumably) 
Delmore Schwartz, as it appears in Saul Bellow's Humboldt's 
Gift (1975), page 120, where the narrator summarizes a frequent 
lament of Humboldt (a character supposedly based on Schwartz) 
regarding the "profession" of poetry: 
 
[Humboldt always said] that poetry was one of the frantic 
professions in which success depends on the opinion you hold of 
yourself.  Think well of yourself, and you win. Lose self-esteem, 
and you're finished.  For this reason a persecution complex 
develops, because people who don't think well of you are killing 
you.  Knowing this, or sensing it, critics and intellectuals had 
you.  Like it or not you were dragged into a power struggle. 
 
/ 
Whether this was said by Schwartz himself, or concocted by 
Bellow for his character Humboldt to voice, 
 
I think it's one of the truest things I've ever read about the 
frantic experience of being a poet.
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ON A POEM BY JERICHO BROWN 
 
I read this poem at the Rumpus website, and it immediately 
made a vivid impression: hence these speculations regarding: I've 
probably misread some or most of it, but it's rewarding 
sometimes to try to stay with a poem for a while if the poem 
merits it, if the poem flatters my attention.  As this does: 
 
Another Elegy 
by Jericho Brown 
 
This is what your dying looks like. 
You believe in the sun. You believe 
I don't love you. Always be closing, 
Said our favorite professor before 
He let the gun go off in his mouth. 
I turned 29 the way any man turns 
In his sleep, unaware of the earth 
Moving beneath him, its plates in 
Their places, a dated disagreement. 
Let's fight it out, baby. You have 
Only so long left. A man turns 
In his sleep, so I take a picture. 
He won't look at it, of course. It's 
His bad side, his Mr. Hyde, the hole 
In a husband's head, the O 
Of his wife's mouth. Every night, 
I take a pill. Miss one, and I'm gone. 
Miss two, and we're through. Hotels 
Bore me, unless I get a mountain view, 
A room in which my cell won't work, 
And there's nothing to do but see 
The sun go down into the ground 
That cradles us as any coffin can. 
 
* 
Let me see if I can properly speculate about this.  I see a lot of 
poems online, meaning I glimpse them, "page-view" them, but 
few take or hold my attention as this one did. 
 
The title is ambivalent and perhaps not especially effective.  It's a 
bit innocuous.— 
 
Another elegy in the sense that my life (I, the speaker of the 
poem) has been full-witness to so many deaths, overdreaded 
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with the deaths of those  close to me, dear enough to me each 
that they each demanded an elegy, more and more, elegy after 
elegy I have had to compose until at last exhausted I can only 
think of them as blurring into one after Another—? 
 
Or another in the PoTech sense of saying Okay here's another 
elegy like all the poets throughout history have always written 
and here's another one with the ironic acknowledgment of such 
in its title, the wry winking belatedness all contemporary poets 
must profess cop to before they can even hope to begin to— 
 
Or both senses blended.   Or a third I can't think of—? 
 
23 lines: 8 octosyllabic; 7 enneasyllabic; 4 decasyllabic; 3 
heptasyllabic; 1 hendecasyllabic. 
 
Maybe the meter of the 1st line grabbed me: those 3 trochees 
followed by that spondee.  Their hardness eased/released by the 
3 anapests in line 2. 
 
Internal sound-rhyme in line 1 of dy/li strangely echoed by 
sight-rhyme in line 2: lie/lie. 
 
But lookylook at the L's in these first 3 lines: 
Looks/Like/beLieve/beLieve/Love/aLways/cLosing. 
 
(Which is Liquid counterpoint to their harsh content and abrupt 
curtal lines and sentences, perhaps.) 
 
Line 4, 4 internal rhymes kick it home: OUR / [fav]OR[ite] / 
[profes]SOR / [be]FORE. 
 
Periodic structure effectively varied throughout poem.  Starting 
with 3 short sentences in the first 3 and a half lines, followed by 
a 3 and a half line sentence; followed by a 4-line sentence, 
followed by 2 short ones; etc. 
 
Internal rhymes fill the poem knit-tight and hold it taut-
tensioned.   I won't mention them all, but look at: 
 
lines 4/5: PROF[essor] / OFF ;  
 
line 6: I / [twent]TY / NI[ne] / [w]AY / [a]NY ; 
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lines 8/9: PLA[tes] / PLA[ces] ; ITS / PLATES / DATE[d]    . 
. . . 
 
ENgage the ENtrancement of those N's line 5 through 9: 
guN/turNed/aNy/maN/turNs/uNaware/beNeath/iN/disagreeme
Nt. 
 
The craftworkship of the poem ensures its element.  
 
The distribution of enjambed and end-stopped lines seems like a 
perfect mix of vis a vis.  
 
Just one more technical detail, admirable for its sturdy 
undergridding of the climax: 
 
beginning end of line 18, the poem's longest sentence is its 
last—and in 
 
line 19 starting with the second foot, the meter turns wholly 
solely iambic through the end of the poem line 23, with only 
three variations, trochees, 
 
all of which are stressed on their N-sound: ANd / NOTHing 
(line 21) / INto (line 22)— 
 
indeed the N-sounds re-emerge strongly throughout this final 
five-line sentence,  
 
which concludes the poem with these words: aNy coffiN caN.   
ENd ENd ENd.   
 
ANother elegy.  ENother alogy. 
 
/ 
The imperative mode: This is what your dying looks like.  You 
believe this, you believe that, you have only so much time left so 
let's fight out our old disagreements.  Listen to me, Mister, I'll 
tell you what's what. 
 
But! at that point in the poem, midway, the word "you" 
disappears.  The direct confrontational address ends, and the 
"you" becomes present now only by implication—or suggestion:  
?  — 
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is he the "man turn[ing] in his sleep", the man who refuses to 
look (look at your dying, man) at the photo which shows him 
sprawled simulacrum-recumbent of death, that final turning 
away, death the "bad side" of life, the "Mr. Hyde" to life's Jekyll. 
. .  
 
"[H]is Mr. Hyde / the hole in a husband's head" is like the 
mouth of the professor in line 4, or like "the O of his wife's 
mouth."   Those aitches and that o.  Ho ho ho: some joke.   
 
Jocular, somewhat, the poem turns now, no? Sardonic—"Every 
night, / I take a pill.  Miss one, and I'm gone. /  Miss two, and 
we're through."  And then, speaking of ho ho ho: Hotels / bore 
me, iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb . . . 
 
But why the "turn" from the 2nd-person intimate-spoken "you" 
to the 3rd-person (impersonal-descriptive) "his"—? 
 
Not sure I understand this dramatic shift.  But the "you" which 
ends in lines 10-11 also ended in line 3, and vanished for 6 and a 
half lines: "You believe in the sun.  You believe / I don't love 
you." (lines 2/3)— 
 
You believe I don't love you, and to prove it I'll ignore you for 
the next 6 and a half lines, until I can face that dated 
disagreement (line 10) of whether I love you or not, and 
confront you: "Let's fight it out, baby.  You have / Only so long 
left.  A man turns / " (lines 10-11) . . .  (In fact, the "you" has no 
time left, it is immediately "left" behind and transposed into the 
third-person "man" . . . ) 
 
The repetitions in the poem, the repeated words and phrases 
work, I think.  And the reappearance of imagery like "sun" in 
lines 2 and 22 (also there visually as the O, the hole of lines 
14/15).   
 
(Does the somewhat-taunting "You believe in the sun" imply 
that I don't believe in the sun?  — what does it mean to not 
believe in the sun?  how does this relate to the sunset at the end 
of the poem?) 
Indeed the poem is aided greatly by these recurrent insistent 
themes, for example the link from "look" in line 1 to "look" in 
line 13 to "view" in line 19 and "see" in line 21,  
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and they don't become (for me as a reader, anyway) monotonous 
or facile as they might in a poem less well-constructed. 
 
The turn in the middle must have something to do with the you 
believing I don't love them (him).  That doubt makes me (I, the 
narrator) turn away at that point to think of past dyings, other 
elegiac events (the professor's suicide; my turning 29, ie the 
death of my youth; the continental drift of ancient planetary 
extinctions foreshadowing the shift of my own deviations toward 
indifference and defensive postures (let's fight) and the 
distancing maneuver of slipping into the 3rd-person)— 
 
If he turns away from me and won't look at my bad-sided vision 
of him (lines 11-14) it must be linked to his wife, Mrs. Jekyll.  
Sleeping with me brings out the hole, the Hyde in him, he 
thinks, or his wife's mouth thinks, and her mouth makes me 
think of the professor letting the gun go off in his mouth.  
Cradle to coffin it fits right in.  It swallows that pill, that sun. 
 
Turnings, endings, closures ("always be closing", line 3), closings 
which bleed into openings of the mouth or opening of the space 
between the lovers, or between husband and wife, the gap that 
separates, the endless gulf across which "my cell" won't reach— 
 
It's a mountain view: objective perspective of the elegy; which in 
its dimensional instances is not a lament.  
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ON A POEM BY JILL ALEXANDER ESSBAUM 
 
EASTER 
 
is my season 
of defeat. 
 
Though all 
is green 
 
and death 
is done,   
 
I feel alone. 
As if the stone 
 
rolled off 
from the head 
 
of the tomb 
is lodged 
 
in the doorframe 
of my room, 
 
and everyone 
I’ve ever loved 
 
lives happily 
just past 
 
my able reach. 
And each time 
 
(stanza break) 
 
Jesus rises 
I’m reminded 
 
of this marble 
fact: 
 
they are not 
coming back. 
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/ 
Let me see if I can elucidate for myself why I am impressed by 
this poem, and write another 'appreciation' to add to my book of 
such. 
 
/ 
I don't or can't make any large claims for the poems I'm writing 
these notations on, just that they struck me and stayed with me, 
 
and these mini essays are attempts to understand how they 
involved me, or how I understand my admiration of each verse—
I'm not trying to elevate the status of their authors, none of 
whom need my approbation— 
 
and certainly Essbaum doesn't need it.  Overall her verse seems 
outstandingly brilliant to me, but for the purpose of these 
appreciations such praise is superfluous.  She reminds me of 
Guillevic, and could well be I think a major adjunct to the great 
tradition of Ungaretti et al, but my opinions are irrelevant/ 
 
/ 
Essbaum, Esster, Easter. 
 
/ is my season / of defeat.  EAster / SEAson / deFEAts me 
because rhyme is cyclical and I am Jill. 
Rhymes come back (recur) but, the poem concludes, "they are 
not / coming back."  They are not Easter. 
 
But the poem is Easter, or the first line of the poem is Easter 
and Easter is simultaneously the poem's title, 
 
and this latter "fact" makes it the only unaccompanied un-
coupleted line of the poem— 
 
as I, the speaker, feel myself uncoupled from "everyone / I've 
ever loved /"— 
 
"I feel alone."  Easter is alone too, because, although it is 
celebrated yearly, it is not holidayed for the "fact" of itself in and 
of itself, 
 
but for the myth it "lodges" or houses or seals up in an 
immoveable meaning, 
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another resurrection fantasy whose nature (apparatus) is to 
declare itself unrepeatable (only, solitary, unique: alone). 
 
Each year the myth is repeated ("Each time Jesus rises"), 
recurrent as rhymes in a poem, a poem which also seeks to be 
unrepeatable, 
 
mythical in its uniqueness.  The "fact" that it must contain 
repeating elements in order to become unrepeatable is simply its 
Sisyphean foot in the door, the feet that heft its syllables of 
Shklovskian stoniness into that crack— 
 
troch-cracks open the tomb: EAster / IS my / SEAson / OF de / 
FEAT.  
 
(Or is it: EAster / is MY / SEAson / of deFEAT: 
trochee/iamb/trochee/anapest) 
 
Then the iam-breaks split: Though ALL / is GREEN / and 
DEATH / is DONE / I FEEL / aLONE.  / As IF / the 
STONE 
 
—and when the seal-stone is "rolled off", the meter rolls off its 
track: 
 
"rolled off" (line 9) is a what-foot, trochee, iamb, spondee, what, 
 
but lines 10 and 11 sort of bounce anapestically (like that rolled 
off stone bounces before it comes to rest) 
 
before an iambic line 12, followed by 13 which is 
pyrrhic/spondee (?): "in the doorframe", 
 
or is it: 
 
IN the / DOORframe / OF my / ROOM.   
 
"Of" (line 14) seems definitely stressed (to my ear anyway) which 
then 
 
happily ("happily") rhymes with all the v's that follow in lines 
15/16/17: 
 
OF/EVeryone/I'VE/EVer/LOVEd/LIVes. 
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Lines 15-19 mostly iambic, with maybe a linger-stress on "lives" 
in 17 echoing its preceding word "loved" and perhaps line 18 
("just past") has a spondaic emphasis— 
 
N's and M's: the poem begins with N's and then beginning line 
10 becomes mostly M's: 
 
Lines 1-10: seasoN/greeN/doNe/aloNe/stoNe 
 
(though don't forget all the L's slipping through the poem: 
aLL/feeL/aLone/roLLed/Lodged/Loved/Lives/happiLy/abLe/
marbLe)— 
 
Well, anyone can see the rhymes and soundpatterns woven into 
the poem, I don't need to point them out everyone, 
 
(like: EAch/JEsus/REminded ... or JeSUS/riSES/thIS . . . 
TIme/RIses/I'm/reMInded 
 
but the M's are so important I simply muhhhst count them: 
 
line 10 through 14 you have:  
 
froM/toMb/doorfraMe/My/rooM—   
 
(but in lines 15-19, the M's vanish!) 
 
and then "coming back" in lines 20-26, the M's resurrect 
themselves: 
 
tiMe/I'M/reMinded/Marble/coMing. 
 
Line 24 only monosyllablic line, engraved in gravity, incised even 
more by its colon: "fact:"— 
 
then line 25 ends with a strong "N-word" which gains greater 
emphasis perhaps by its "remiNded" echo of those N's in the 
early lines: "they are not"— 
—But (drumroll) suddenly, out of nowhere, in the last 3 lines 
(=3 days=trinity) of Easter, for the first and only time 
 
some "K" sounds occur: 
 
faKt/Koming/bacK 
 



 

  85 

and it seems apropos they would rear here to KonKlude the 
poem. 
 
The door of the tomb poem klangs shut once more.  
 
It seals me in from everyone I've ever loved: they "live" while I 
stay stanzaically stuck here in my perfected/hermetic rhyme 
room. 
 
Or doesn't Yeats say somewhere that when a poem is 
successfully finished the poet will hear a "click"? 
 
Click, clack, the poem keeps coming back.  (Fact.) 
 
/ 
(This is a poem I admired when I read it a year or so ago in 
Po(Chi)Mag, and I've 'come back' to it many times since.  In 
general the poetry Poetry Magazine publishes is not much better 
than what shows up in your Rat Vomit Review, but occasionally 
a miracle like "Easter" appears.  And actually I thought the other 
two poems by Essbaum in that issue (January 2011) were just as 
good as this one, and would equally merit an 'appreciation', 
hopefully from somebody better qualified to do it.) 
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HOW TO BE A SUCCESSFUL USAPO 
 
Young poets seeking a model of success in USAPO-Biz should 
look for careerist opportunist savvy howtodoit tips from the 
Gregory Orr Story:  
 
when DeepImagism was "in", Greggo was a DeepImagist; then,  
 
when Confessionism was the thing, GO became a weepy 
Confessor; and now,  
 
when the country has swung politically toward rightwing GOP 
christerConservatism,  
 
and consequently USApoets are tripping all over themselves to 
proclaim how "spiritual" their verse is,  
 
old Orr is right there among these postulates: 
 
see the 02/12 Po(Chi)Mag for his smarmy holierthanthou 
twaddledoo. 
 
/ 
(oh, and then there was his 'NewFormalist' phase—I almost 
forgot about that one!) 
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FREE (OR HOW TO BE A SUCCESSFUL USAPO PART 
2) 
 
It seems amazing to me that in the 400 plus pages of Brecht's 
Collected Poetry, the English translation edition entitled 
"Poems 1913-1956" (Methuen, 1976), religion is so infrequently 
addressed or barely even mentioned in passing.  "The Tailor of 
Ulm, 1592" (from '5 Childrens Songs', 1934, is the only pure 
example I could find poring through its pages— I may have 
missed some things, but obviously for the Marxist Brecht, or at 
least in his verse, exposing the oppressive policies of the Church 
was not a priority.  Poems protesting against the Fascist takeover 
of his own country and all of Europe, yes, there are many of 
those.  But the Vatican's political and financial support of those 
Fascist coups, with Mussolini in Italy and Franco in Spain, its 
Concordat with Hitler, its refusal during WWII to condemn the 
Holocaust, and after the war its concealing and convoying of 
Nazi war criminals to safety?  Not a word. 
 
Sadly, this seems the same with many other Socialist poets of the 
20th Century.  Look at "The Penguin Book of Socialist Verse": 
there's almost no overtly anti-religious poetry in it.  I could only 
find 2 or at the most 3 examples— 
 
or take "Red Sky at Night: an anthology of British socialist 
poetry"—editors Andy Croft/Adrian Mitchell, published in 
2003 by Five Leaves Publications— again, I can't find a single 
anti-religious poem in its 300 bloody pages.  Lots of admirable 
agita about dictators and plutocrats and war and Hiroshima and 
Warsaw Ghetto and Chile Allende and Mrs Thatcher and 
fascist sprats in general and specific, but not a peep raised in 
protest against the Church which supports all these Hitlers and 
Pinochets and Thatchers and militaryindustrial oligarchies, the 
Church which justifies every pogrom of oppression the Uberstate 
seeks to impose on its slave populations.  The Church which, as 
Marx summarized religion, is a dope pusher, forcing its opiates 
of ignorance and prejudice down the throats of the common 
people, drugging them into obscene stupors of 'savage servility' 
(Robert Lowell's phrase) and suicidal submission. 
 
Fascism, Capitalism, Racism, Sexism, et al:— poets seem to be 
willing to protest those evils and their representatives.  But the 
clergy, religion, no.  Church and State: poets will write poems 
against the iniquities of the latter, but the former gets a free pass. 
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* 
And contemporary USA poets, USAPO?— 
 
In theory USA public officials are free to be nonreligionist, but 
in practice almost none are; and USA poets, are they similarly 
"free"? 
 
Don't take my word for it, take Amazon's: once I typed in 
"religious poetry" and got 21, 915 results; "atheist poetry" 
brought 44 results . . . . 
 
Almost 22 thousand versus less than fifty. Roughly 500 to 1.  
 
Those are your odds, contemporary USAPO: 500 to 1. 
 
A democracy in theory, a theocracy in practice: USA public 
officials are free to be atheist, but none choose to be, which is 
their democratic right, they freely choose to not be atheist,  
 
just as USAPO freely choose to not write atheist verse 500 to 1.  
 
Everybody's free!  USA! 
 
In theory poets are free to write what they want, but in practice 
they are 500 times more likely to be published if they write 
religious verse than atheist verse.  
 
500 to 1. You're free to write what you want, USAPO, but you 
know that if you write atheist verse the odds are 500 to one 
against you.  You're free.    
 
Just as USA public officials are free in theory to be atheists but 
none are, so you are free to write what you want, USApoet. 
 
So if you choose (500 to one) to write religious poems (500 to 
one) you're making a free (500 to one) choice, aren't you?   
You're free to write religious verse 500 to one, aren't you?   Of 
course you are.  Free.  You're making a free choice in a free 
society, aren't you?  Just like those politicians. 
 
And all those poets in the 02/12 issue of Po(Chi)Mag, they're all 
freely choosing to pontificate their 'spiritual' poetry theories, 
they're all freely choosing to not write atheist verse, aren't they?   
Free.  
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They're free, I'm free, you're free.  
 
The fact that it's 500 times easier to get religious (antihumanist) 
verse published than atheist verse, surely in a free society such as 
ours, the fact that we have a 500 times better chance of getting 
published if we write 'spiritual' poems rather than atheist verse,  
 
surely that doesn't influence our choice in the matter, does it? — 
 
A 500 times better chance of having our poems published 
doesn't effect our esthetic choices, does it?— 
 
Especially if getting published means we'll have a better chance 
at obtaining a teaching job or a grant or indeed any chance of a 
career in PoBiz?   
 
/ 
So, obviously, the lesson to be learned here is, if you are a 
USAPO who wants to become or stay a successful poet, you 
must never risk jeopardizing your career by writing pro-atheist 
anti-religious verse— 
 
And Po(Chi)Mag will print your justifications for having freely 
500 to one chosen to write 'spiritually', because Po(Chi)Mag is 
500 to one free to make its choices in our free society.  
 
Free, just free, that's all. 
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MAKE IT NUKE 
 
T.S. Eliot (looking back in a 1953 lecture) asserted that "[T]he 
starting-point of modern poetry is the group denominated 
'imagist' in London about 1910."  If that's true, then— 
 
modern poetry begins with Pound's "In a Station of the Metro": 
 
The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 
 
Pound's note on this poem quotes a trans. of a haiku ('The fallen 
blossom flies back to its branch: A butterfly.') by Arakida 
Moritake (1472-1549). 
 
The fallen blossom soaring back to its branch: the petals on a 
rain-wet bough. 
 
Both images kigo-ize Spring, the season of beginnings. 
 
Or rebeginnings: April is the cruellest month [because it] stirs 
dull roots with Spring rain. 
 
Roots and branches.  Fore and after.  But make it new— 
 
After World War Two, the foremost movement of new poets to 
emerge in Japan are called the Arechi, or Waste Land Group. . . 
. (their eponymous magazine is founded by Tamara Ryuichi). . . 
. 
 
The fallen blossom flies back to its branch: the Bomb falls on 
Hiroshima: its vaporized bodies rise: the apparition of the crowd 
is now a cloud that will rain nothing but ends upon us. 
 
No rebirth, no emergence of poetry movements.  The cycle does 
not continue.  The nuclear winter gives way to no Spring, no 
point of departure . . . 
 
Eliot: "The point de repère usually and conveniently taken as the 
starting-point of modern poetry is . . ."  
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GOOD POETS ARE WORTHLESS, or ELIZABETH 
BISHOP DESERVES A HIROSHIMA 
 
In the May 14 2007 issue of The New Yorker there's a 
fascinating article: "Crash Course," by Elizabeth Kolbert, 
concerning CERN and its efforts to build a supercollider:  
 
Some quotes from her piece: 
 
Particle physicists come in two distinct varieties. . . . "I am happy 
to eat Chinese dinners with theorists," the Nobel Prize-winning 
experimentalist Samuel C. C. Tang once reportedly said.  "But 
to spend your life doing what they tell you is a waste of time." . . 
. .  "If I occasionally neglect to cite a theorist, it's not because I've 
forgotten," Leon Lederman, another Nobel-winning 
experimentalist, writes in his chronicle of the search for the 
Higgs [particle]. "It's probably because I hate him." 
 
* 
Is there an analagous split in poetry, "two distinct varieties," the 
Theorist and the Experimentalist? 
 
I think the Langpo or Post-Avant would say, if I understand 
them correctly, and I'm not sure I do, 
that no poetic activity can occur in a theory-free state, 
and that those poets who try to proceed as if it were otherwise 
are deluding themselves, no matter how loudly they assert the 
process is essentially an empirical experience . . . 
 
But are there poets for example who have tried to follow the 
intricate measures of Harold Bloom's six-step recipe for writing 
the Great Modern Poem, the Great Post-Wordsworthian Poem 
("the High Romantic crisis-poem model of six revisionary 
ratios"):— 
especially since Ashbery's masterpiece Self Portrait in a Convex 
Mirror seems to have been (coincidentally?) baked to those 
specifications . . . 
 
or is Nobelist Tang right: "to spend your life doing what [the 
theorists] tell you is a waste of time" . . . 
 
If Nobelist-by-rights Ashbery neglects to cite Bloom, is it 
probably because he hates him? 
 
* 
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To quote from page 76 of Kolbert's article (I've slightly altered 
some of the preliminary text): 
 
Asked to explain how their work, supported by public funds, 
contributes to the public good, particle physicists often cite [the 
words of Robert Wilson, in his testimony before a Congressional 
Committee in 1969] . . . a Senator wanted to know the rationale 
behind a $250 Million government expenditure for a new 
collider: 
Did it have anything to do with promoting "the security of the 
country"? 
Wilson: No sir, I don't believe so. 
Senator: Nothing at all? 
Wilson: Nothing at all. 
Senator: It has no value in that respect? 
Wilson: It only has to do with the respect with which we regard 
one another, the dignity of men, our love of culture. . . . It has to 
do with are we good painters, good sculptors, great poets? I 
mean all the things we really venerate in our country and are 
patriotic about. . . . It has nothing to do directly with defending 
our country except to make it worth defending. 
 
* 
Three things strike me about his last answer there, which I've 
quoted verbatim as the New Yorker prints it: 
First, the way Wilson takes the Senator's use of the word 
"respect" and shifts its meaning . . . 
 
Second, [given this nation's] celebrations and glorifications of 
War, the irony of his saying that painters sculptors poets are 
among "all the things we really venerate in our country and are 
patriotic about." 
 
Third, his use of modifiers here: "good painters, good sculptors, 
great poets." 
 
* 
Why GOOD painters, GOOD sculptors, but not GOOD 
poets? 
 
I don't think the distinction Robert Wilson offers here is wrong. 
 
Intentionally or not, whether he knew it or not, he was being 
rather scientifically or at least historically correct in his 
assessment of relative value: good painters and good sculptors are 
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respected and venerated, but not good poets. 
 
Only great poets (like Ashbery) make our country "worth 
defending." 
 
Elizabeth Bishop is worth a Hiroshima, so to speak. 
 
* 
The works of good painters and sculptors can increase in value 
posthumously: if you've ever TV'd the Antiques Roadshow, you 
know that even artists who were "regional" or ignored during 
their lifetimes can generate higher market prices eventually. 
 
The work of art, the object produced by a deceased artist can still 
function as merchandise . . . and therefore can survive. 
 
But the work of a good poet? 
 
Prior to the current two-volume Norton Modern and 
Contemporary Poetry anthology, the one-volume edition 
(termed simply Modern) contained poems by James Stephens: 
he's no longer in this Now Norton, 
 
which does "rescue" theoretically, for the moment, a few 
obscurantes, specialcases whose refurbished verse has displaced 
Stephens and others . . . : 
 
Or for a dollar from usedbook venues you can obtain Oscar 
Williams' anthologies of "Modern Poetry": 
 
they're filled with good poets whom no-one reads anymore, 
 
whose efforts will most likely never be resurrected by the 
Antique Po-Show . . . 
 
* 
So surely the harsh truth is that Wilson (not to mention Harold 
Bloom) is right: only GREAT poets count.  The good ones are 
worthless. 
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WHICH IS TOO MUCH 
 
* 
An anecdote re Mallarmé (quoted from Selected Writings of 
Walter Benjamin, Volume 4, p. 117-18): 
"The closest friends of the poet knew that he owned a working 
instrument for poetry in the form of a card file. It was made up 
of little slips of paper.  No one knew what was written on them, 
and questioning him achieved nothing.  One day, Viélé-Griffin 
entered Mallarmé's study and surprised the poet consulting one 
of his slips. Mallarmé's gaze lingered on it briefly, then he 
murmured pensively to himself: "I no longer dare tell them even 
that.  Even that would give too much away."  Viélé-Griffin 
stepped closer.  Peering over the poet's shoulder, he saw a single 
syllable written on the paper: quel  [which]." 
 
* 
Here's Selden Rodman, from the introduction to his 1949 
anthology, One Hundred Modern Poems, briefly pondering the 
future of poetry: "Whether the future belongs to the Brechts or 
the Rilkes is a question beyond the scope of this preface. . . ." 
Earlier in the intro he cites Brecht as "the one poet. . . whose 
contribution to the poetry of collective faith may be as 
momentous as that of Rilke at the opposite pole." 
 
The question then as today seems to be, what "faith" should one 
aspire to "contribute" one's artistic efforts toward the furtherance 
of: individual (spiritual) or collective (socialist)? 
 
* 
Well, we're in Rodman's future: does it belong to the Brechts or 
the Rilkes?  Did Adrienne Rich ever bare her thoughts about 
Ashbery?  Great poets don't waste their time on the other great 
poets of their time, it's only we minor hacks who worry our time 
with these questions. Great poets are elephants; they don't 
scratch that itch: they don't even feel it. 
 
* 
Benjamin (op. cit., page 169): "The elaborate theorums with 
which the principle of "art for art's sake" was enunciated—not 
only by its original proponents but above all by literary history 
(not to mention its present devotees)—ultimately came down to 
a specific thesis: that sensibility is the true subject of poetry.  
Sensibility, by its nature, is involved in suffering.  If it 
experiences its highest concretization, its richest determination, 
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in the sphere of the erotic, then it must find its absolute 
comsummation, which coincides with its transfiguration, in the 
Passion." 
 
This is what Paz calls "the religious temptation."  Poesie pure.  
Autotelicism.  The poem as an end in itself.  The absolute poem.  
Flaubert's dream of writing a book about nothing, sustained only 
by the virtuosity of style; Cezanne's apples; Williams' 
wheelbarrow. 
 
* 
No, the apples and the wheelbarrow are not nothing, but are 
they ancillary to the artist's quest?  They're objects along the 
way, not the sought-for prize, unless.  Gustave Moreau painted 
the Grail, the golden cup held up high enough to dazzle any 
streamlight.  Will Moreau's content ever be seen as more 
important than Cezanne's form? Will the individualistic hero of 
form recede before the collective craftwomanship of content?  
Capitalism depends on the stubborn stylist, the ego-Van-Gogh, 
the andro-Cezanne whose myth can be marketed beyond its 
intrinsic value, hyped to the heights.  Consumed. 
 
* 
"Individual faith" versus "Collective Faith."  Capitalism 
(Religion/Fascism) versus Socialism.  Or: Style versus Content.  
I don't have the exact quote, but Alfred Hitchcock said that 
critics who complained about the trivial or tawdry low-brow 
content of his films were like a museum-goer wondering 
whether Cezanne's apples were sweet or sour.  They miss the 
point, he insisted.  It's not content that's important, it's style.  
Any old apple or wheelbarrow or pistol poking out of a pocket 
will do for a subject.  Content is irrelevant, or should be: the 
viewer or reader must focus first and most on the artist's stylistic 
choices and methods.  WHAT the artist says or shows is 
secondary to HOW he or she does it.  In fact, in this 
dispensation, in this scale of esthetics, the more insignificant the 
ostensible subject is, the better.  Better because we can't be 
absorbed in apples or wheelbarrows for very long, their intrinsic 
lacks the sake we seek in art, they can't in and of themselves hold 
our interest for any length of time: and therefore when the 
framed thrust forward work bristling with certification confronts 
us with such inferior drab objects, we must of necessity look for 
something beyond the bare fact of them, and our attention shifts 
away, is shifted away from its initial focus on content, toward the 
stylistic mannerisms of the presentation.  The more boring the 
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content, the more intriquing the form (theoretically). 
 
To retroactively backtrack and try and view the artist's hand in 
its decisive motions, before it has completed its act.  There is no 
completed act, no boundwork of art in which the present might 
find its face, there is only the retrospect, the beforemath: as 
Lowell put it, "my eyes have seen what my hand did." 
* 
Which is too much.  Content/subject/intent are excrescences 
that burden the work with extraneous matter.  Meaning and 
message must be wiped away like dust that accumulates on the 
canvas.  The Louvre even if it had only one painting in it would 
be too much; ergo Hitler's orders to burn Paris.  (Marinetti: "Let 
us burn down the museums.") 
 
* 
Form versus Content: Impressionism versus Symbolism. 
 
* 
Form vs. Content. Was it Robert Creeley who wrote: "Form is 
never more than an extension of content." 
 
* 
Form is never more than an extension of breakfast.  As shown in 
this poem by Jacques Prévert, trans. by the forgotten poet Selden 
Rodman: 
 
LATE RISING 
 
Terrible 
is the soft sound of a hardboiled egg 
cracking on a zinc counter 
and terrible is that sound 
when it moves in the memory 
of a man who is hungry  . . . 
 
[I quote only the first six lines: I don't know how to obtain 
permission for the whole poem,—but Rodman's anthology One 
Hundred Modern Poems is worth buying for this Prevert poem 
alone!] 
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DON'T ASK 
 
Regional, racial, ethnic, gender, generational, thematic, etcet: if 
you look at the dozens and hundreds of anthologies of 
contemporary USA poetry published over the past 3/4 
decades, you'll find compilations of poems or poets gathered and 
linked to represent many categories of differentiation and 
distinction, with one exception. There are no anthologies based 
on class.  
 
Why is there no anthology of rich poets, poets who came from a 
background of wealth and privilege.  Elizabeth Bishop, Robert 
Lowell, James Merrill, Louise Gluck, William Matthews, 
Richard Howard, C.K. Williams, Frederick Seidel, Russell 
Edson et al.  
 
Class is the most important influence on the lives of USAers, the 
significant marker which defines who each of us is.  Our culture 
at its deepest level is founded on class, on its financial and 
educational inequalities.  We face and interact daily with the 
continuities and conflicts of class.  It touches and permeates us 
in every way, in every aspect of our public and private systems.   
 
But in poetry it doesn't matter?—why? because Art exists in a 
realm separate from Life?  
 
* 
Maybe one of the reasons there has never been such an anthol 
would be the prohibitive cost of obtaining rights, since, not so 
ironically, rich poets like the ones mentioned above usually 
demand exorbitant fees to reprint their verse; your average 
anthologist couldn't afford it.
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BAD GOOD 
 
"...[R]efusing to recognise anything resembling durable 
dispositions, Sartre makes each action a sort of unprecedented 
confrontation between the subject and the world ...  If the world 
of action is nothing other than this universe of interchangeable 
possibles, entirely dependent on the decrees of the consciousness 
which creates it and hence totally devoid of objectivity, if it is 
moving because the subject chooses to be moved, revolting 
because he chooses to be revolted, then emotions, passions and 
actions are merely games of bad faith, sad farces in which one is 
both bad actor and good audience." 
—Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977), 
pp73-74. 
 
* 
"Durable dispositions" might translate to received forms and 
modes which the existentialist experimental poet refuses to 
countenance, preferring his or her "interchangeable possibles," 
her or his "decrees of consciousness" . . . 
 
but are the latter then "games of bad faith, sad farces in which 
one is both bad actor and good audience"? 
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CLASS TELLS 
 
All those times I begged for a residency at the Provincetown 
Center for the Arts, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1971, how many years 
did I apply— 
 
only to get slapped down by Stanley Kunitz who ran the 
selections back then. 
 
He knew to keep out scum like me.  He knew I would never be 
in a position to recover from such a snub.  That those endless 
rejections would destroy me and make my life desolate. 
 
Maybe he phoned up some of his fellow upperclass rich poets, 
I'm thinking the ones from my gen, William Matthews, Louise 
Gluck et al, and consulted them. 
 
Maybe he got the naysign from them.  After all, it is the duty of 
upperclass poets like Louise Gluck and Mark Strand to spit on 
prolepos like me. 
 
After completing his Ivy League college education, C.K. 
Williams spent the next ten years in Paris working toward a first 
book of poems, 
 
living on a trust fund which afforded him the security and 
freedom to pursue his writing career with no distractions or 
financial worries. 
 
In that same period (roughly 1958-68) I went into the Army for 
two years after my growing up penniless in an orphanage, and 
then worked as a hospital orderly while I scrabbled together my 
first book. 
 
—Of course, since we live in a mer-i-to-cra-cy, 
 
the disparate financial conditions of Williams' youth and mine 
have no relation to his success and my failure in the Po Biz, do 
they. 
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EXCERPTS 
 
There are some poets of established merit whose work I fail to 
appreciate.  The fault is mine, no doubt. 
 
Paul Muldoon for one example: I just don't get it. I've tried to 
read him, and I can't do it.  His poems are so mannered, so 
contrived. 
 
Maybe such immodest ostentation—such brandished coxcomb 
preciosity—is necessary for a lyric poet of these times. 
 
But Heaney and Duffy don't stuff their poems with that kind of 
verbal porn-puff.  They don't show-off like Muldoon.  Craig 
Raine at his worst is not as bristling with bravura.  Even Ashbery 
doesn't panache it up like that. 
 
It's all flash, all fanfaronade to me.  He's a virtuoso, no doubt 
about it, and obviously many readers of poetry admire and 
applaud him, but I can't see past his arch airs, his flourishings of 
knuckle- and nose-rings, his flaunt-ruffles and twee-step 
shuffles. 
 
You've heard of those comedians who can't leave their acts on 
the stage, who even in their personal lives are always cracking 
jokes and doing bits, that's what Muldoon's poetry seems like to 
me: it's always "on." 
 
* 
It's not just Muldoon; I have a hard time appreciating many 
poets whose work is adamantly idiosyncratic.  I can't stand 
Berryman. 
 
Uck, why would anyone want to do that, is my response to his 
usual tricks of diction and syntax. 
 
Okay, okay, Shklovsky, defamilarization etcetera, but most times 
with Berryman, I feel it's a desperate and sadly pathetic attempt 
on his part to try to use these exaggerations of style to hype up a 
content which is mainly banal. 
 
Yes, there are interesting and entertaining phrases and lines ("life 
is a handkerchief sandwich" et al), but these occasional delights 
are not frequent enough to suffer the rest of his razzamatazz. 
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Why can't he be represented in the anthologies by excerpts? 
 
* 
Excerpts?! [Is Knott crazy, I hear some of you say.] 
 
Excerpts.  I'm serious— 
 
Because there used to be, in the past, anthologies that printed 
not complete poems, but excerpts from poems.  I wish that type 
of compendium would come back into favor. 
 
It's arrogant and disingenuous of poets to demand that their 
works must be read only in their entirety.  Why shouldn't the 
highpoints, the best lines and phrases, be isolated and compiled 
and published? 
 
They do it all the time with Shakespeare, why can't they do it 
with Ashbery?  
 
Why not pluck out the choice segments, the better bits, from 
contemporary poets, and put them together in a book of 
selections. 
 
Don't tell me you'd rather not be read at all if you aren't read in 
your pristine whole. 
 
Don't tell me you'd rather not be read than read in excerpts. 
 
If we weren't control freaks we wouldn't be writing poetry, I 
know, but ultimately we can't control which parts (if any) of our 
poems will survive. 
 
Posterity will allot from our pages the little it requires. The little 
or, in most cases, none. 
 
One line, one phrase may be our portion.  If we're lucky.
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THE ENGLISH STRAINE, THE AMERICAN 
CONSTRAIN 
 
The anthology is the enemy of the poet. 
 
Poets war against the anthology, but it always wins. 
 
The excerpt defeats the complete. X's poems in the anthology 
outweigh X's Collected Poems. 
 
That is the rule but there are some exceptions, conditionally: 
 
If a poet wants to be read in her entirety, if she is sincere in that 
desire, she will limit her output.  Elizabeth Bishop. 
 
Mallarme's ninetysome pages can yield to a read, but Ashbery's 
ninetynine hundred? 
 
(Androids can cyber-ingest the latter in 0.1 seconds. Humans 
unfortunately . . . ) 
 
Thus Bishop is closer to Larkin than Lowell.  Unlike them, 
Lowell did not circumscribe.  Hold his Collected in one hand 
and their two Collecteds in the other, and feel the scale of the 
choices. 
 
The writer of poems (Bishop, Larkin) versus the writer of 
poetry. Or to use the current cant phrase the writer of poetries. 
 
Product (poem) versus process (poetry). Doubt versus trust. 
 
The poet is always up against it.  The choice.  Do you believe? 
Ashbery has faith compared to Bishop's atheism. 
 
* 
Ancillary question (or is it?) is whether to specialize, to develop a 
personal unique trademark limited demarcatory style. 
 
In other words you can't be Picasso, but maybe you can be a 
Serge Poliakoff, a Bernard Buffet, a Pierre Soulages. 
 
You can be your own brand.  Do you have a choice not to? 
At one glance it's an Elizabeth Murray.  You can tell it's a Susan 
Rothenberg from across the room. 
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Read one Follain poem and you've read them all and why not 
you say okay that's the way to do it, sticklerism rules. 
 
And besides the marketplace demands it. 
 
Because you don't want the fifth can in your sixpack of Coke to 
have Pepsi in it, do you— 
 
And you don't want page 42 in your Michael Palmer poetry 
book to suddenly out of nowhere (hey stop him!) he's trying to 
write a Sharon Olds-type autobio Confessional poem with a four 
stress line, you don't want that do you. 
 
You want consistency in the poets you buy, just like the 
softdrink of your choice; you want Palmer to provide the 
trademark poems you paid for. 
 
And if you favor Olds, similarly you don't want her in the 
middle of her book deciding to try some Palmeresque 
metapoetic nouvelle vagues, his mutterstasis phrases printed 
double spaced so he can kill twice as many trees as the normal 
poet and thereby embody the triumph of Art over Nature— 
 
You want what you bought. You want the brandname poet, not 
the generic. 
 
You want the Real Thing, Coke after Coke, poem after poem. 
That's capitalism, and you don't want it any other way. 
 
* 
I'm trying to think of a generic poet.  A nonspecialist poet, a 
non-individualistic, non-capitalist poet.  A "Libertine" poet.  
Brecht? Ashbery? 
 
Michael Drayton, in the introductory sonnet to his sequence 
Ideas Mirrour. Amours in quatorzains (first edition, 1594; revised 
in subsequent editions of 1599, 1600, 1602, 1605 and 1619) . . . 
("Drayton was an inveterate reviser . . . . He was also extremely 
sensitive to criticism and to changes in poetic fashion." —Roy 
Booth, notes to "Elizabethan Sonnets," 1994) 
 
Here's Drayton defining English poetry: 
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A Libertine, fantastickly I sing: 
My Verse is the true image of my Mind, 
Ever in motion, still desiring change; 
And as thus to Varietie inclin'd, 
So in all Humours sportively I range: 
My Muse is rightly of the English straine, 
That cannot long one Fashion entertaine. 
 
* 
(What a slut.) 
 
* 
But Drayton may be right, at least where contemporary Britpo 
contrasts with our USApo— 
 
Brit poets have more freedom than USApo's, they can write "in 
all humours"—compare for example Duffy vs. Gluck: the former 
can (and does) write both 'serious' and 'comic' verse, but the 
latter?— Huh. 
 
USApo's like Gluck (and the others mentioned above) must 
stick to their patented trademark modes, 
 
whereas Britpo's can range "ever in motion," to whatever 
"Varietie" they find themselves "inclin'd"— 
 
USApo's are more professional, more disciplined, than 
Britpo's— 
 
we don't "sportively" stray—we don't venture out of our assigned 
lanes. 
 
It's the USA Constrain 
 
vs. the British Straine. 
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 THE CANONIZATION OF ROBERT HASS 
 
Some of you may not remember an essay that appeared in the 
American Poetry Review sometime in the early 1990s, entitled 
"The Spiritual Progess of Robert Hass."— 
 
Surely by now, over two decades later, he must have spiritually 
progressed even futher, to the point where he's achieved 
sainthood? 
 
Saint Robert of Hassisi.  The Mother Teresa of American 
Poetry. 
 
* 
I start with a quote, and don't Dan (the Assassin) Chiasson's 
words here confirm my quibble (below) that Halfhass should 
really be writing novels? 
 
Here's the excerpt I found apropos (google Chiasson/New 
Yorker/Hass for the full text): 
 
"Then Time" is a magnificent new poem, probably Hass's best 
ever. The "girl" in "Meditation at Lagunitas" (or one like her) 
has become a woman ("Twenty years older, / She is very 
beautiful. An astringent person. She'd become, / She said, an 
obsessive gardener, her daughters grown"). Where once Hass 
might have located all the sentience in his own head, now, as in 
late James, sentience is collaborative, something people make 
together: 
 
He's listening, 
Studying her face, still turning over her remark. 
He decides that she thinks more symbolically 
Than he does and that it seemed to have saved her, 
For all her fatalism, from certain kinds of pain. 
She finds herself thinking what a literal man he is, 
Notices, as if she were recalling it, his pleasure 
In the menu, and the cooking, and the architecture of the room. 
 
. . . . "Then Time" shows how lyric poetry can do what novels do 
so well, if at excruciating length: track the paths of consciousness 
and counter-consciousness across plots and characters. 
* 
But what kind of poet would WANT to write like the late 
James?! Is that a sine qua non any poet should shoot for? 
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Really?  You're a poet and you want to write like a novelist? 
 
Even Pound when he aspired "Mauberly" to be a boiled-down 
James novel didn't desert verse for his desire. 
 
* 
And speaking of prose disguised as verse, Eugenio Montale 
somewhere says something to the effect that ever since 
Browning poets have tried to incorporate prose into their 
verse— 
 
Surely this trend this tendency explains his success, Hass's, yes? 
 
As Oscar Wilde put the matter: "[George] Meredith is a prose 
Browning, and so is Browning." 
 
* 
"The Nineties tried your game": the sneering taunt which 
successful novelist Mr. Nixon tries to quash the young Mauberly 
with . . . 
 
* 
The American Poetry Review [Sept 07 issue] includes another 
chapter in their ongoing canonization of Robert Halfhass, whose 
careful-to-be-a-bit-bashful face photogs the cover. 
 
There are a dozen or so new poems by him, followed by an 
obsequious essay devoted to his work: an extended advertisement 
for his new book which is certain to garner one or more of the 
major prizes. 
 
[Note: my squib here was written before he won the National 
Book Award 07, on his way to the Pulitzer and or the National 
Critics Circle— Is he primed to be the first poet since Ashbery 
to take the Triple Crown?  PPS: he nabbed the Pulitzer, but not 
the NatCritCirc] . . . 
 
The essayist quotes several banal (and typically clunky) lines 
from his poem "Bush's War" 
 
(which was reprinted in the following year's BAPbatch, natch) 
 
then comments that these lines are "deliberately unsubtle . . . " 
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Deliberately unsubtle!  What a revelation. 
 
And here I was all these years thinking his poems were bad 
because he was a bad poet. 
 
Here I was thinking his poems were filled with stale platitudes 
and pretentious apothegms;— 
 
that they were, essentially, professorial or essayistic or diaristic 
prose, belletrist vignettes, chopped up into arbitrary lines. 
 
Now I learn that he was being deliberately pretentious, 
deliberately obtuse, deliberately clicheish, deliberately prosaic— 
 
I thought his verse-craft was amateurish at best: and that its 
incompetence showed he lacked any talent for or was unable to 
master the skills necessary to write poetry,— 
 
and that if he wanted to be an author, novels were the answer. 
 
But!— if all those defects were "deliberate"!? 
 
Shouldn't that change my mind? No, sorrry: after reading his 
new poems in the [Sept 07] APR, I can only repeat: 
 
All his new poems are boring; in this they resemble all his old. 
 
* 
I can't of course deny that he has achieved a degree of popularity 
in the USA poetry community, and that he is held in high 
regard by some poets . . . 
 
I don't think his books will ever be bestsellers like those of Mary 
Oliver or Billy Collins or Jane Hirshfield et al, though. 
 
On the whole his work can have no interest for the larger general 
public that buys and reads poets like these. 
 
He's a poet for poets, not for readers. 
 
I must admit that some of his lines, some of his phrases, could 
be adapted for commercial use: 
 
Imagine a Hallmark card whose front text reads: Longing, we 
say, and then you open it, and on the inside it continues: because 
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love is full of endless distances . . . 
 
Homilies like this one (from his famous "blackberry" poem) 
could be excerpted for greater gain and distribution. 
 
But in trying to account for the acclaim and admiration granted 
him by some of his fellow poets, I have a theory as to why that 
might be— 
 
Based on the poems of his I've been able to muddle through and 
or start to read, I speculate that the reason he is appreciated by 
those poets is, quite simply, his subject matter. 
 
Or not subject matter, actually: subject singular, because as far as 
I can see his poetry only deals with one subject— 
 
What is this recurring subject and why does it make his work so 
appealing to other poets (and there are certainly enough of them 
to establish his reputation)— 
 
It's a theme that is as old as poetry: or rather, a sub-theme, an 
ancillary topic: 
 
a subordinate leitmotif that can always be found to a greater or 
lesser (usually lesser) extent in all poetry, Shakespeare's sonnets, 
Wordsworth's Prelude, and summarized in these lines from 
Milton's Lycidas: 
 
Alas what boots it with uncessant care 
To ply the homely slighted shepherd's trade 
And strictly meditate the thankless muse . . . 
 
—The proposition that can be spied poking its head up from 
time to time in all poetry of the past and present, is this: 
 
being a poet/writing poetry is difficult. 
 
This gripe and grumble lament reappears throughout the 
centuries of verse, but normally it only emerges overtly in a 
limited measure— 
 
The genius of Halfhass has been to take this heretofore minor 
issue and to make it his main, indeed as I perceive it, his only 
thesis: 
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All his poems are Complaints. 
 
Every poem he writes is about how hard it is to write the poem 
he's writing. 
 
Everything else in his poems is ostensible, mere occasion. 
 
Or is Apologia the right term. 
 
Anyway, that's his secret: that's what makes (some) other poets 
respond with such empathy and recognition (or self-recognition) 
to his work— 
 
The whine of it all is never far from many poets' hearts. 
 
The drudgery, the defensiveness, the diffidence, the doubts, the 
day-after-day 
 
of trying to write poetry is (as every poet knows, and every writer 
who ever aspired to write poetry, and golly even failed poets like 
me)— 
 
is, to say the least, demanding.  Or damned— 
What is that ancient Welsh curse Robert Graves quotes 
somewhere: It is death to be a poet. 
 
All the D-words.  Whereof come in the end Despondency and 
Madness— 
 
Not to mention Masochism, which is another aspect of it that 
particularly pleasures the poets who esteem this theme above all 
others. 
 
This perversity—this breastbeating of the bard over the troubles 
of his task—is a minor vice, albeit a seductive one. 
 
Yes, it persists, it subsists as a flaw poets fall heir to, a fixation in 
the blood, a bittersweet urge that has proved irresistible to poets 
of all eras; who among them has not paused to scratch that itch. 
 
But in the drama of poetry, it is an Aside. A brief interruption in 
the flow.  Extraneous— 
 
A bit part, not a star role. 
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Think of it as a pocket of self-pity whose acid bubbles up under 
stress, in resentful momentary spurts. 
 
But it's a capillary, not a vein.  A rivulet, not a river.  Etcet— 
 
And most poets have seen it for what is: a self-indulgent luxury, 
a chocoholic spree, an intramural solipsistic tic, an autoerotic 
fetish of interest to others in the biz but no one else. 
 
All poets are susceptible to it; an unfortunate few become 
addicted. 
 
Ultimately it remains a trivial subject, and Halfhass remains a 
trivial poet. 
 
* 
—Back to that earlier fawning piece in APR, the one entitled 
"The Spiritual Progress of Robert Hass" . . . 
 
Regarding which I responded in an earlier blog post: 
 
Yeah, spiritual progress, I mean he's a fucking saint, right? 
 
Unfortunately there has been no corresponding poetical 
progress. 
 
All his new poems are pretentious and cliche-riddled; in this 
they resemble all the old. 
 
Even when he tries to write a 'political' poem it turns as usual 
into maundering piffle. 
 
* 
After reading (or failing to read) that "Spiritual Progess" essay, I 
wrote the following poem: 
 
AT THE "FEDERAL CENSORSHIP AND THE ARTS" 
     SYMPOSIUM 
 
Just as the Nazis never proscribed Rilke 
(he was no Expressionist, no Degenerate, 
no Art-Bolshevik), so most of us poets 
are thought no threat by those in authority— 
 
(stanza break) 
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Halfhass, for instance, his books won't get banned: 
his Rilkemanqué wins awards, his "spiritual 
progress" and "earned words" (—to paraphrase Wilde, 
his genius gives good guru Po-Biz style while 
 
his talent brooks those so serious ergo poems)— 
what might please our fuehrers even more is 
his patriot's part in The American Poetry Series. 
 
Better silence than that? Better to hide, to write 
for one's cabinet? (To paraphrase Benn, 
the aristocratic form of publication.) 
 
* 
P. S. 
 
This poem was deleted from my collected comic poems by the 
publisher, BOA, whose chief fund-raiser at the time was Robert 
Hass. . . . 
 
I've often wondered if the BOA editors censored this poem on 
their own initiative, or whether they were ordered to do so by 
Hass. 
 
If he did indeed have my poem suppressed, it wouldn't surprise 
me; prima donnas like him are notoriously touchy. 
 
Their facades are sensitive, these sainted ones. 
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[ ] 
 
appreciation: Camille Martin's "comatose in paradise . . ." 
 
* 
Camille Martin— 
 
her "six sonnets" in the webzine Moria— 
 
this is the sixth one: 
 
comatose in paradise, but happy, happy 
feet! is this where i want to go? thrust 
into an age unfavourable to being 
a guest in one's own home? the guest 
so evolved its dying smile causes 
offspring to birth on the spot? progeny 
doomed to fail superbly, like houdini's 
fetters? is this what i want? am i lucky to think 
i am? these twittering birds have nothing 
on the silence of magicians from the grave. someday 
paradise will be thought savage. did rain fall 
because i wanted to write a poem about love, 
causing significant damage to blameless paper? 
here comes the bus, fool. is that it? 
 
* 
Paradise/happy = perfection— 
 
a perfect septenary ("A metrical line of 7 feet, usually . . . 
trochaic," the Princeton Handbook defines it)— 
 
COmaTOSE in PARaDISE, but HAPpy, HAPpy 
 
— 
 
tose/dise . . . because "All thought emits a TOSS of the DICE" 
(Mallarmé)— 
 
All thought dies in paradise— 
braindead in paradise.  Comatose— 
 
replete hibernative stasis which Eliot's veggod protag protests at 
being cruelly wakened stirred out of, into the Waste Land— 
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comatose=out of it. Out of it in paradise.  OD'd in paradise. 
 
But 
 
"happy, happy": the flapping harpy wings of the angel perched 
on edenfencegate to oversee the usual expulsion—— 
 
"happy / feet!" : Trochaic feet impelling the expelled soul, 
"thrust" 
out of childhood's glade, into adulthood (that "age unfavourable" 
to being at home anywhere perhaps, much less a "guest" there)— 
 
or into a post-ecological nowhere, homeless in nature— 
 
age = evolved = dying = offspring = birth = progeny = 
 
Houdini, "magician from the grave" bursting free the bounds of 
every painted and publicized coffin he's chained into 
 
(the fetters of poetic meter—as always—failing superbly) 
 
to provide a show, a career— 
 
all his flamboyant acts of entombment-and-resurrection, a 3 
minute Christ— 
 
then famously requesting his friends/his future mourners to 
 
(after the final stunt of his death) 
 
commence seance for a message from him from the afterlife 
 
into which he has been "thrust", from whence he radios nothing 
but the normal background noises of nature's "silence"— 
 
(as I remember the story, he asked his friends to wait at a 
particular spot in the park (cue birdtwitter soundtrack) on a 
specific date where/when he would "contact" them if it was 
possible—if some telegraphable aspect of him remained 
postdeath—) 
 
that meetingpoint in the park—what exact location, for one who 
had based his vocation on dislocating his shoulder to achieve 
escape from straitjackets, who had saved-his-life so many times 
by violent wrenchings of his joints and frame, his artistry to 
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dislocate himself within a lock, 
 
to find himself located and situated finally— 
 
"is this where i want to go?" (as if I had a choice not to)— 
 
The desire for a paradisal perfection in one's form, for a voice 
that will speak from past its physical life 
 
is what drives the poet who's waiting for the bus to bear her 
away, 
 
anyway is that it, is that the way?  After "significant damage" 
 
to the "blameless paper", 
 
the "fool", the "magician" metaphors for the poet— 
 
The eight questionmarks in the poem function as the default 
impatience (waiting for the bus) that interpolates all such 
expressions of the poet's irritabilitus 
 
which guilt-ridden is continually insisting "i wanted to write a 
poem about love" 
 
(that's what I meant to write, the poet always testifies at his trial, 
that was my intent) 
 
—love is paradise, even if when that love is over we curse the 
hypnotic trance that sustained us in that illusory eden— 
 
the comatose quiescence/ simulacrum of death / "its dying smile" 
of happiness in that "savage" paradise, savage ergo primal, ergo 
what is past, 
 
gone, over, paradise is always once-was, not now-is— 
 
now is the bus-bench, where we wait to be houdinied from the 
chains of an ordinary day's luck-lock, 
 
the bus is on time, like those motile trochees, unlike the 
posthumous Houdini it will show up per schedule, the rain via 
its own temporal metrical system will arrive when it should, 
 
but the poem won't— 
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appreciation: John Ashbery's "Farm Film"— 
 
* 
Looking at a single poem by John Ashbery and thinking about it 
seems almost a transgression of his intent to resist such frangible 
readings, if that is his intent or one of them. 
 
Schemes frustrate or elongate meanings enter my tongue like a 
retort rebuttal that stretches the Plasticman of my sense lapse to 
an aerymaspian beaten goldleaf. 
 
Now I have no idea of how to gain permission to reprint the 
Ashbery poem I want to consider here, "Farm Film" from page 
17 in "Shadow Train" (1981)— Anyway, I am going to quote 
lines and phrases from it and hope that doing so won't violate 
copyright.  
 
How many poems, how many pages of poetry has he published 
since 1981, a thousand, two thousand?— 
 
I don't know, but I know I haven't read the majority of them. 
 
It's absurd to focus my attention on one old poem like this, and 
to appreciate it for reasons which are probably spurious since 
 
they are personal, autobiographical— 
 
that is, I spent part of my childhood on a farm. 
 
—Didn't Ashbery himself grow up on a family farm in western 
New York state, or am I remembering this wrong, but if I'm 
right do I have the right to read this poem with that biographical 
fact 
 
if it is a fact (which it is: the first sentence in the bio note of the 
hardcover edition of Shadow Train says: "John Ashbery was 
born in Rochester, New York, in 1927, grew up on a farm in 
western New York, and was educated at Deerfield Academy, 
Harvard, and Columbia, where he specialized in English 
literature.")  
 
in the forefront of my responsive attendance?  What am I 
allowed to do when I read an Ashbery poem, 
 
what are the parameters of a permissible perusal? 
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And regardless in any case I'm scarcely capable of scratching at 
the surface of the probes raised by any of his works— 
 
So: Unforgivable and misguided of me to say as I read it, Yes: 
 
yes, I know from firsthand the farmer's occupational obsession, 
how he is constantly "being occupied solely with making / Ends 
meet," the endless seasonal scrabble to "balance" the crops and 
the cash income, 
 
to plant and reap the seed, and to "believe that it will live."  The 
belief in one's childhood 
 
which remains back there always growing, always being "raised / 
In secrecy, into" its "destiny, unfulfilled." 
 
I can think of ways I passed time/entertained myself in the 
tedium of the farm child not unlike 
 
"Balancing a long pole on your chin / And seeing only the ooze 
of foliage and blue sunlight / Above." 
 
Teetering a rake or pitchfork on your head, raising in secrecy the 
unforgotten itch of hickeyrash summer sweat as it films the 
skin's ooze toward a blue endless day . . . 
 
raising that question the "dappled cows and noon plums" could 
have answered, and if they had, your answer to theirs could only 
have been like the sun's, passing with conviction and hence 
forgotten in its maybe someday— 
 
But the days of childhood blur like winter and summer 
midnights etching each other out with their recurrent rime and 
fire, their cold and warmth, their years 
 
with only a stray unimportant in the scheme of anything 
memory standing out here and there, for example the time your 
mother 
 
stubbornly refused to come in the house while she looked in the 
grass for one lost clothespin 
 
and it's getting late, it's supper, it's getting dark, why, why won't 
she come in!? 
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You can "takeitapart" (though the jamming together of the very 
words of that thought indicates the opposite) and try to make 
these straws these strains cohere in a pattern, 
 
but the patterns overlap like a montage where the screen of all 
these images "you have not forgotten" collide collate their 
"dispirited / Illustration on our lives . . ." 
 
and this collision "no one understands," least of all yourself, how 
can you do this to yourself, put it together take it apart (either 
way), 
 
the collision of lost seasons and occupations, the cohesion will 
rise its beanpole like Jack and his poor cow-stalk mother, his 
plum-mom, 
 
will rise (elevate) its time like the rising temperature that augurs 
long summer days of boredom 
 
with attendant itches that cause all kinds of erections and their 
harvest of ooze— 
 
like that phallic pole astride my chin— 
 
no, but the poem will mean us, and then faint away. 
 
Fade, feint. A way.
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[3 squibs] 
 
* 
There's another war every 20 years or so because there are new 
poets every 20 years or so, and war exists in order to kill poets. 
 
The purpose of war is to kill poets. 
 
But it's not the enemy's poets each country wants to kill, it's 
their own. 
 
Thus in the Great War the British soldiers were murdering 
Oscar Wilde; the German soldiers were killing Rilke; the 
French, Rimbaud/Verlaine. 
 
The USA troops in Iraq today all aim their weapons at Ashbery. 
 
(Yes, Wilde was already dead then, and R/V too.  Even 
posthumously they still had to be killed.) 
 
 
 
* 
Coleslaw Milosz and Robert Halfhass: how appropriate that the 
most boring European poet should be translated by the most 
boring USA poet. 
 
 
 
* 
Bookstores and libraries put fictional prose in a separate section 
from nonfictional prose.— 
 
Why shouldn't books of poetry be similarly segregated? 
 
My poems, which are fictional, should not be on the same shelf 
with poets who write nonfictional (autobiographical, 
biographical) poetry.
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REVEALED TRUTHS VERSUS INVOLVED TERMS 
 
from The Aeneid, Book 6, lines (approx) 100-106: 
 
Robert Fitzgerald's trans: 
 
............. These were the sentences 
In which the Sibyl of Cumae from her shrine 
Sang out her riddles, echoing in the cave, 
Dark sayings muffling truths, the way Apollo 
Pulled her up raging, or else whipped her on, 
Digging the spurs beneath her breast. . . . 
 
John Dryden's version: 
 
Thus, from the dark recess, the Sibyl spoke, 
And the resisting air the thunder broke; 
The cave rebellow'd, and the temple shook. 
Th'ambiguous god, who rul'd her lab'ring breast, 
In these mysterious words his mind express'd; 
Some truths reveal'd, in terms involv'd the rest. 
 
* 
Apollo presumedly expresses his mind as he wishes, 
being a god. When he wants to speak truths, he does, 
and when he wants to speak what,—mysteries? dark 
sayings?ambiguities?—when he wants to speak the latter, he 
does that too: presumably he knows the difference between 
"truths" and "terms" and when he speaks he is consciously 
choosing to use one or the either, given his olympian powers . . . 
 
Ein Gott vermaggs. Wie aber, sag mir, soll 
ein Mann ihm folgen durch die schmale Leier? (Rilke) 
 
A god can do it. But how, tell me, shall 
a man follow him through the stringent lyre? 
 
/ 
Involved in terms, wrung in the contorted serpent 
ingenuities of his own terms, how can the poet speak 
truths when truths and terms seem so irreconcilable, 
and how would he even know when and where and with 
what power his lab'ring breast was ruled, if his terms 
could express truths, assuming he even wanted them to. 
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IN DEFENSE OF IMITATION 
 
No, I'm not capable of such; I can't defend the indefensible 
practice of imitation. 
 
Bad habit picked up in childhood or adolescence, wasteful act 
that must be outgrown. 
 
Immature artists imitate; mature artists steal.  To paraphrase 
Eliot's injunction judgment. 
 
It's not just that mature artists don't imitate, they initiate: They 
create (synthesize, fashion) a mode their own—each mature 
artist is unique, a continent split off from the mythical Pangaia . 
. . 
 
And those of us drowning daily in the oceans that separate the 
Land of Rich from the Domain of Ashbery, salvation have we 
none. 
 
* 
As many Truthsayers have pointed out my poetic process seems 
fixated stalled at an adolescent stage . . . . 
 
The Verdict is in.  The Jury finds me immature.  If I could only 
learn—if I had only learned—to steal!  Thievery is the path to 
maturity, the road I failed to take. 
 
* 
I don't know if Charles Tomlinson is a great poet, but by Eliot's 
measure he is a mature one. 
 
Or is he—?  I was going to say that he did forge a singular style, 
but what's more amazing to me is that he achieved mastery in 
more than one style, but does his ability to be multifaceted result 
in works that create their own generic. 
 
I value his verse, and, being the stunted stripling I am, was 
drawn to do my doom, i.e., ape it. 
 
Of course I always try to dignify-deny this shameful predilection 
with the term, "homage" . . . (I even vanity-published a book of 
such poems under that rubric). 
 
Anyway, here's my attempt at Tomlinson,— 
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puerile mimickry: call it callow, juvenile, (parodies are 
permissible, but not this:) condemn me for deliberately trying to 
write like someone I admire: 
 
—the worst heinous a poet can commit, the prime crime, the 
original sin of unoriginality—especially in the USA where poets 
are ruled by the cruel commandments of Emerson barking in our 
brains that we can follow no other guide but the one in our 
mirror— 
 
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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FROM BAD BAD TO WORSE WORSE 
 
Somehow (and I guess I shouldn't be surprised) I have become 
the epitome of everything wrong in writing— 
 
For example, when the moralist Craig Morgan Teicher wants to 
insult a young poet, he uses his pulpit at Publishers Weekly to tar 
him or her with me— 
 
2 examples: the first from his review of Chelsea Minnis's book 
"Bad Bad": 
 
"Petulant, clever, sometimes funny, sometimes irritatingly 
flippant, Minnis's poems will inspire questions as to whether this 
work qualifies as poetry at all, though some readers — fans of, 
say, Bill Knott, at his silliest — may find much to like." 
 
The second, again from a review in PW: 
 
"[Karl] Parker is one of the oddest poets you're likely to meet. . .  
No poet has had this kind of simultaneous reverence for and 
disregard of the poetic tradition since Bill Knott."  
 
/ 
—and here from another censurer named "Daniel Casey" comes 
this sweet tweet: 
 
 Bill Knott is Tao Lin in 30 yrs 
 
/ 
Daniel Casey must really despise Tao Lin to say something this 
vicious, even as a Twitter spew.  To forecast such a horrible fate 
for this or any young writer seems I don't know kind of 
hardhearted and punitively pessimistic wouldn't you say. 
 
Think of the sad miserable future Casey is predicting for this 
young writer Tao Lin: 30 years from now he will be detested, 
scorned and ridiculed by everyone in the literary establishment, 
his books will be rejected by every publisher, his work will never 
appear in anthologies, he will be blacklisted, declared persona 
non grata, etc., etc.  He will be unemployable.  He will never be 
invited to give readings or participate in conferences at the AWP 
or the PSA or Poets House or any other locus of lit-world 
power.  No magazine will publish his work.   
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His name will be a curse-word used to condemn other writers.  
In short, his life will be the same as mine has been for as long as 
I can remember.   
  
/ 
It seems the worst insult you can apply to a young writer is to 
associate them with me. 
 
Imagine how hurt and humiliated Minnis and Parker and Lin 
and others must feel to read such a cruel invidious comparison.  
 
/ 
And then of course there's this: 
"Bill Knott, the crown prince of bad judgment." 
—Ron Silliman, Silliman's Blog, June 26, 2007 
 
/ 
Yes: if you want to slashtag the wrongness and badness of any 
writer, just invoke my name.  You can't damn them any worse 
than that. 
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RIGHT IT WHITING WRITER 
 
I wonder how many of the Whiting Award winners 
have turned out to be worthwhile?  Percentage wise. 
 
You probably couldn't include Sylvia Moss in that count, right?  
Sylvia Moss, one of the earlier Whiting recipients, 
she got the Whiting after having her first book published 
via Dan Halpern's National Poetry Series. 
 
She was a double winner that miracle year, first gaining book-
publication in the National Poetry Series—the judge who 
selected her for that prize was Derek Walcott—and then, soon 
after that, she got the Whiting. Hot stuff, right? 
 
I think (if I'm not mistaken) that the judges for the Whiting 
(and perhaps the nominators also) are anonymous, unknown, 
right? 
 
Since achieving those magnificent awards (so-eagerly-sought-
for-by-so-many-of-us-lesser-lights),  since acing those 
prestigious honors two or more decades ago, Moss has been 
missing— 
 
I mean she's never put out (at least to my knowledge) another 
book, a second book (or if she did, it must have been issued by a 
press small enough to escape my notice)—I've never seen her 
verse in any magazine since that time. (Has she ever been 
BAP'd?) 
 
It seems she has (if I'm mistaken, shoot me) quite vanished from 
the menu of contemporary USAPO. 
 
(Where is Sylvia, where is she, whom superbards at once 
     commended? 
Ask Derek and Dan.  Her day, it seems, has long since ended.) 
 
Derek Walcott, Daniel Halpern, and all those mysterious 
hidden secret (skulking in their pelf-lined chambers) 
muckamuck judges at the Whiting Foundation, 
 
they're all intelligent professionals, right?  They know what 
they're doing.  There they are: fair, equitable, open-minded, 
even-handed.  So aboveboard, so scrupulous— 
so circumspect, so unbiased in their deliberations. 
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Paragons— 
 
So astute—so percipient—so prescient! 
 
How authoritative their verdicts. How sagacious— 
 
In short, they know which horse to put their money on. Most of 
the time, anyway— 
 
One thing's for sure: 
 
they didn't put it on me. 
 
The National Poetry Series and the Whiting Foundation 
rejected all my efforts— 
 
Which proves they made at least one right choice, doesn't it? 
 
Right. 
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[ ] 
 
I once received a solicitation (a mass email, not a personal 
message) to "submit" something to this: 
 
"[A]n anthology titled A Long and Winding Road which will 
contain around 200 writers of all genres and world cultures, all 
born 1940 through 1960. The intent is to provide glimpses into 
what makes the generation unique, what influenced and shaped, 
what perspectives emerged and evolved." 
 
* 
Twenty years of writers, and none of them, the poets 
prosewriters playwrights, essayists et al, not one of them wrote a 
phrase which could be appropriate for the title of this book? 
 
It has to have that clicheish tagalongline, that inane refrain from 
a pop song? 
 
Why? 
 
I protest. 
 
If the editor were taking for their title a phrase from Sharon 
Olds or David Mamet or Carol Ann Duffy or Robert Hass, to 
name just a few of the important writers from this generation, if 
the editor were using a quote from any significant "world 
culture" author born 1940-1960, 
 
I would have been willing to submit something for his 
consideration. 
 
After all, I don't get solicitations for anthologies every day.  In 
fact, I never get asked to be in any anthologies— 
 
if you're ever in Groliers Poetry Bookshop in Cambridge, Mass, 
or at Open Books in Seattle, or in a big library, look at their 
walls of contemporary USA poetry anthologies, all so unalike in 
their demarcations, 
 
yet all so similar in that none of them include my verse. 
 
—The only exception being the two edited by Billy Collins! 
 
(Collins transcends the in-house standards of AmeriPoBiz Inc, 
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which most other anthologists are required to obey: he can 
include a pariah in his anthol and not suffer reprisals, whereas 
the other compilers fearful for their careers must exclude 
blacklisted writers like me or face negative consequences in their 
professional currency.) 
 
* 
Poetry anthologists are always complaining about how much 
money it costs to pay reprint fees for poetry, and how stringent 
budgets limit them in their editing. 
 
The irony is that I own the rights to all my poetry and would be 
perfectly happy to allow any anthologist to reprint any of my 
poems for free, no charge at all. 
 
All these anthologizers could get my poems for nothing, but 
they don't want them and I don't blame them. 
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NEW THINGYPOO 
 
I don't have the exact quote, but somewhere Alfred Hitchcock 
said something to the effect that critics who complained about 
the trivial or tawdry low-brow content of his films were like a 
museum-goer wondering whether Cezanne's apples were sweet 
or sour.  They miss the point, he insisted.  It's not content that's 
important, it's style.  Any old apple or wheelbarrow or pistol 
poking out of a pocket will do for a subject. 
 
Content is irrelevant, or should be, according to this theory: the 
viewer or reader must focus first and foremost on the artist's 
stylistic choices and methods. 
 
Indeed, the audience is commanded to believe that WHAT the 
artist says or shows is secondary to HOW he or she does it.  As 
John Ciardi summarises the theory in his 1958 book 'How Does 
a Poem Mean,'  
 
"Anything significantly looked at is significant." 
 
In fact, in this dispensation, in this scale of esthetics, the more 
insignificant the ostensible subject is, the better. 
 
Objectivist poetry (and much of Imagist) is based on this tenet. 
 
Reznikoff: 'About an excavation a flock of bright red lanterns 
has settled.' (This example comes from the canonical Norton 
Modern//Contemporary Poetry Anthol.) 
 
What makes this a poem? (And not merely a poem: no, it's now 
a Work of Literature, due to its enshrinement in the Norton)— 
 
Maybe the linebreaks, for a start.  I've deliberately left them out, 
in honor of all the 'prose poems' being written these days— 
 
And then of course the metaphor: the lanterns are no longer 
lanterns per se, they're seen as a "flock" of "settl[ing]" birds. 
 
Does this metaphorical overlay make it poetry?  (I assume the 
comparison is deliberately clicheish—I mean, birds?) 
 
The subject/object being depicted is ordinary, everyday, banal, 
something you've seen many times, especially in urban areas: a 
hole, a trench has been dug, an "excavation", presumably for the 
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usual purposes: to lay or repair waterpipes, electrical grids, etc. 
Installing cables.  And then when the workers quit for the day, 
they leave lanterns, flashing lights, signs and sawhorses around 
the open pit, as warnings to protect pedestrians/motorists from 
straying into it— 
 
About an excavation 
a flock of bright red lanterns 
has settled. 
 
"Anything significantly looked at is significant," lectures John 
Ciardi, who insists that "How" a poem means is more important 
that "What" it means— 
 
but is it?  I wonder whether this might be an idea (an ideal, 
really) whose era has passed.   
 
This belief—that the content of a poem is irrelevant, that poets 
are free to seize upon any trivial object, any thingy-thing-thing 
in the environment around them, and then, through the power 
of their craft and the manipulations of their genius, can 
transform that common thing, that wheelbarrow or street-light 
or this: 
 
"Between walls (the back wings of the hospital) where nothing 
will grow lie cinders in which shine the broken pieces of a green 
bottle." 
 
What makes this poetry? I've left out the linebreaks.  If you saw 
this described in a scene in a novel—you know, something like:  
 
"During lunchbreak Dr. Wayben stepped out for a cigarette in 
the area back of the surgical and ER wings and noticed down 
among the cinder gravel back there where grass never grew, 
some pieces of a broken green bottle; he wondered for a moment 
if it was a medicine or a wine bottle: either one, its shards 
gleamed up eagerly and desperately as his dying patient Julia 
Roach's eyes, smashed apart down there in the bleak shadows 
cast by the clinic blocks that towered behind him as he stood 
puffing. . . ." etc., etc.— 
 
If you read it in a novel—and such intentionalized observations 
and characterizational metaphors abound in most fiction—it 
would just be another paragraph in the narrative. 
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But isolate that sight, that glimpse of glass in the dark gravel, 
chop that observation up into abrupt lines and stanzas, and 
presto it's poetry? 
 
In this "Objectivist" mode the worse your subject matter is, the 
more trivial tawdry and ordinary it is, the better it is— 
 
* 
It's the arrogance of this theory which I find most offensive. 
 
The Objectivist poet is in effect saying to their audience: 
 
"Yes yes, I know you want poems about Important Significant 
Events Subjects, but if I were to give in and give you such 
poems, you would focus your interest more upon those ISES and 
less upon me!— 
 
Distracted by that salient content, you might ignore and or 
insuffiently appreciate me, my artistry— 
 
Look: here, I take this old wheelbarrow, this common roadside 
lantern, these unnoticed pieces of broken glass in the gravel, or 
any trivial everyday phenomenon, any household object, 
 
and lo, behold, even these mere nothing-things, these disposable 
sights and signs, even the humblest is elevated by my craft my 
skill my genius 
 
into the realm of art! 
 
I take this mud and miracle maker transform it into gold. 
 
And moreover, worse fate of all, if I gave you the poems you 
want, you might worship them instead of me." 
 
—The Objectivist/NewThingypoo poet takes their credo from 
number one on the big 10 list:  
 
thou shalt have no other gods before me. 
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A CONCEPT THAT NEVER REALLY TOOK 
 
The "marathon poetry workshop": an idea whose time has 
passed (presumably)— 
 
* 
It was in the 1970s I think that the concept of marathon group 
therapy sessions was most popular . . . the therapy group would 
stay together in a house for a weekend, during each day of which 
they would engage in a group session that lasted 14 to 16 hours 
straight (including meals), and breaking only for an 8-hour sleep 
period . . . the sustained time and focus (and perhaps especially 
the stress and exhaustion) generated by these nonstop marathon 
therapy sessions would lead, supposedly, theoretically, to self-
discoveries and psychological insights not achievable in the 
group's normal regular meetings . . . 
 
So: the idea was to do the same thing with a poetry workshop 
group . . . imagine a workshop that goes on for 15-16 hours 
straight without a break, 3 days in a row: 45 hours of poetry 
workshop in one weekend . . . many of you reading this probably 
know the dramas and traumas of meeting for two hours once or 
twice a week stretched out over a semester (even most private 
seminars or peergroups are usually held only once a week) . . . 
what if you compressed all of that workshop time into a 3-4-5 
days intensive?   what breakthroughs or breakdowns, what 
inscapes or outscrapes, what energies and enigmas might ensue . 
. . —maybe it would have worked better with a peergroup, where 
"leadership" rotates . . . 
 
I wonder if group therapy is ever practiced in a marathon format 
anymore; the idea seems such an archaism from the 1960-70s, 
like living in communes. 
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MORE OF THE SAME 
 
Pierre Bourdieu: “School actually reproduces the cultural division 
of society in many visible and invisible ways despite its apparent 
neutrality.” 
 
(or: Po-Biz actually reproduces the cultural division of society in 
many visible and invisible ways despite its apparent neutrality.) 
 
London Review of Books, 20 April 2006: Bruce Robbins writes 
that Bourdieu had "an extreme scepticism about the structures of 
formal democracy, which he believed functioned so as to disguise 
the hereditary transmission of privilege, allowing the success of 
some and the failure of the rest to appear as an innocent process 
of selection on merit."  
 
From the same review (p. 18): "[For Bourdieu,] domains like art 
and science, which appear to be free from the political and 
economic constraints operating elsewhere, are in fact structured 
by an aggessive competition for 'symbolic capital' that is neither 
open nor equitable.  In one way or another, things are arranged 
so that rewards end up in the hands of those who started at the 
top of the social hierarchy." 
 
Gee, if Bourdieu was right, might that help to explain the 
divergent career fates of William Matthews vs. William Knott.  
Matthews, coming from a background of inherited wealth, was 
during his lifetime one of the most successful and preeminent 
poets of his generation.  His contemporary, Knott, who grew up 
penniless in an orphanage, never achieved that status, or 
anywhere near it.  
 
Ah, if only I could console myself with Bourdieu, and believe 
that Matthews' success and my failure was indeed not "an 
innocent process of selection on merit."  
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 A NOTE ON THE SONNET 
 
Around 2000, Rain Taxi Magazine interviewed me and one of 
the questions they asked was why I was writing sonnets.  My 
answer (somewhat edited): 
 
Like a few others of my generation, I wrote short poems in the 
1960s under the influence of Robert Bly . . . but then in 1971, as 
a result of reading Paz and Tomlinson’s book, Renga, I started 
working with the sonnet.  The short poems had led to an 
interest in haiku and tanka, but I felt unable to write these 
authentically, they were so indigenous to Asian culture and so 
foreign to mine.  Pound and the Imagists, although greatly 
influenced by these forms, rarely pursued them per se: how many 
actual haiku/tanka/renga did they write?—not a lot that I've 
seen.  —And then Renga was published and had an immediate 
impact on me.   To quote from Paz’s forward: “Looking for a 
western equivalent of the renga, one thinks of the sonnet . . . it is 
composed, like the tanka, of semi-independent and separable 
entities.”  From the Paz book I began to think of the sonnet as a 
putatively composite form, a sort of 'solo renga' or elongated 
tanka.  Quatrain, quatrain, tercet, tercet: these units [could be] 
autotelic, self-enclosed . . .  I would take four isolate bits written 
at different times and juxtapose them, sometimes arbitrarily, 
sometimes purposefully.  And gradually, over the years, this 
collagiste method has resulted in quite a few of the sonnets I’ve 
done, though many others were composed in a less piecemeal 
fashion.   But I think too of the sonnet in this way: it’s like going 
to the art supplies store and buying a lot of canvases all the same 
size, a size appropriate for your studio (or mental) space.  In 
other words, it’s handy.  Though like all conveniences it has the 
potential danger of being too easy, too readily and reliably a 
temptation shortcut.  And doubtless I have succumbed to that 
fault at times. 
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AUTHEN 
 
When I was young I used to mail inscribed copies of my books 
to poets I admired, until I started finding those profusely-signed 
copies in used bookstores and realized that of course those 
famous poets disposed of the books I sent them as quick-
riddancely as all the other junk freebies they received . . . 
 
at which point I decided to cut out the middleman: 
 
I still inscribed my books to famous poets but rather than mail 
the books to those famous poets, I would instead simply leave 
the books inscribed to them on the shelves of secondhand 
bookstores or in Goodwill bookbins, 
 
and if you look on abebooks today you'll see booksellers hawking 
those copies inscribed to famous poets 
 
at ridiculous prices, prices based not on the merit of my books or 
me, but based on their "association" with those famous poets . . . 
 
Anybody who buys my dead tree volumes from abebooks is a 
sucker anyway when they can read free open access all my work 
on my various blogs [if I haven't deleted them by the time you 
read this]. 
 
* 
But there was one famous poet I really did continue to mail 
inscribed books to: 
 
James Tate . . . 
 
—until, that is, one of his ex-students confided to me what Tate 
did with the books I sent him— 
 
(and no doubt they deserved the fate he dealt them:) 
 
he used them as door-stops, he would wedge them in under the 
door of his office at UMass Amherst, 
 
(He liked to kick at 'em as he went in and out) 
 
and he would point them out to his students, saying isn't that a 
good way to recycle wastepaper? 
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Plus it had the added pedagogical benefit of acting as a lesson 
warning to those students: 
 
'See where you'll be if you don't do what I tell you to do!  
 
You wanna be a failure, you wanna end up like that, that 
knottwad?' 
 
* 
Some of those books on abebooks I may have actually mailed to 
those famous poets who then jettisoned them to the used books 
store etcet, 
 
because although I resolved with native hue to stop sending out 
such inscribed books, the reality heft of the new book in my 
hand sometimes sicklied me o'er with cowardly hope that 
famous poet A or X might, might this time be receptive to my 
obsequiously offered tome . . . 
 
so some of those association-books may be "authentic" but 
which is and which ain't is anybody's guess . . . 
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HOLLYWOOD + HERE = POEM 
 
 
/ 
Yamazato wa manzai ososhi ume no hana  (Basho) 
 
* 
April: and still the Mummers have not come 
Up to our mountain village; plum-blossom. 
 
* 
I wonder why the Mummers have not come 
This year to our mountain town; plum-blossom. 
 
* 
For some reason the Mummers have not come 
This season to our hill-town; plum-blossom. 
 
* 
This year The Rolling Stones have not come 
To fill our stadium; 
The old men fear, and wonder 
If April is really here: plum-blossom. 
 
* 
Up snowthawed roads unplowed the Mummers come 
To reach our mountain village; plum-blossom. 
 
* 
This time each year the Mummers used to come 
Appear in our mountain town; plum-blossom. 
 
* 
Springtime is when the Mummers always come 
To play our mountain town; hey, plum-blossom! 
 
* 
Springtime; but where are the Mummers who play 
Each year our mountain town: plum-blossom-spray. 
 
* 
Each Spring a troupe of actors used to come 
To amuse our mountain town; plum-blossom. 
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* 
It's Spring, but the Actors Troupe has not come 
To strut our mountain village; plum-blossom. 
* 
Spring has come, so where's the Actors who come 
To our mountain town each year; plum-blossom. 
 
* 
The Stray Players are late this year— 
Plague or Famine maybe; and we're 
Still stuck in this dullsville hill-town . . . 
Fuck that plum shit: let's get on down! 
 
* 
Carpet's out, where's that Actors Troupe?— 
Stow those town gowns: go bed goodnight. 
Dull mountain village, all lit up. 
Your plum-tree blossoms glare too white. 
 
* 
The mime-troupe of actors is late this year 
To climb to our mountain village up here; 
Is that why the trees in whiteface appear. 
 
* 
The Lookout yells them Actors ain't nowhere in sight— 
Our mountain village mourns; the orchard wears white. 
 
* 
Where the heck are those Kabuki— 
Nowhere to go but sleep tonight . . . 
Our mountain town looks plain empty; 
The trees alone step out in white. 
 
 
Note: 
In Japan, the plum blossom is treated as an early sign of  
spring.  It is pale white with oval-shaped petals. 
 
 
/ 
Imagine it's the 17th Century, and you live in a mountain 
village.  During winter you're completely cut off: no phone, no 
radio, no way of communicating with the rest of the world. 
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But then, each spring, for as long as you can remember, a 
traveling theatrical troupe finds its way up through the muddy 
passes to your tiny hamlet, each year it returns to perform its 
vaudeville entertainments.  What a delight after the endless 
tedium of snowbound months.  What a joy and how appropriate 
to the season. 
 
—But this year, for some reason, the actors, the comics, the 
singers and dancers, haven't come.  It's springtime, but they're 
not here. 
 
Who knows why?  Maybe half of them died from cholera and 
the rest of the company disbanded.  Maybe they were crossing a 
bridge during a flood and it collapsed, killing them all.  Maybe 
they got caught in a war between rival warlords, and the oxen 
that haul their coaches were confiscated. 
 
In considering the matter, in wondering and noting and 
remarking the absence of the 'manzai,' in thinking about the 
human rituals and events that symbolize and vainly hope to 
regulate the passage of time, 
 
your mind goes away from the omnipresent natural markers, for 
example the signs of spring which are right in front of you, 
bedizening the trees of your village— 
 
* 
From the introduction of Hiroaki Sato's book, One Hundred 
Frogs: From Tanka to Renga to Haiku: 
 
"[A passage] from Toho's Sanzoshi (Three Booklets) [defines 
haiku as]: 
 
'As for [haiku], it is, philosophically, the mind that goes off and 
returns. For example, it is like: 
 
Yamazato wa manzai ososhi ume no hana 
 
In this mountain village the comedians are late: plum blossoms 
 
Like the state of mind that simply says, "In this mountain village 
the comedians are late," and then says, "The plums are in 
bloom," the mind that goes off and returns is what makes a 
[haiku].' 
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The quoted [haiku] is by Basho, and the observation is believed 
to be his, too. . . . " 
 
* 
The actors [a traveling theatrical troupe] are late this year to our 
mountain village: plum blossom. 
 
* 
Human phenomena (manzai who strut their brief hour upon the 
stage) may cease to return, but natural phenomena (blossoms et 
al) will always return. 
 
(—"Always," that is, compared to the brevity of human 
existence—since we know that even our planet must ultimately 
perish—: as Issa puts it in a haiku: This dewdrop world is a 
dewdrop world . . . ) 
 
The haiku finally returns our minds to the moment, the reality 
of our present state of being. 
 
What, paraphrasing Basho, "makes the haiku"? — 
 
To create the haiku (or perhaps any work of art), the mind must 
first absent itself.  It must leave here for elsewhere.  Abscond, 
escape— 
Only after this distancing, this projection of itself afar,  
 
can the mind, returning, again perceive and experience afresh 
anew its physical true environment,— 
 
know it, see it once more as world,  
 
as home, as origin: edenically, as it were (Eliot's version: the end 
of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know 
the place for the first time). 
 
Or: The mind must perform the human symbol before it can be 
acted upon by the natural image. 
 
Performance precedes form.   
 
In Basho's philosophy, it's a two-step procedure— 
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[or, in keeping with the book where this note first appeared, 
"Movie Muse and Other Acting Poems"],  
 
let me call it a two-stage process: 
 
 
1. Go away.  2. Return.   
 
1. Imagine.  2. See. 
 
1. Fantasy.  2. Reality. 
 
1. Entertainment.  2. Empirical. 
 
1. Hollywood.   2. Here. 
 
 
/ 
 
The formula: 
 
Hollywood + Here = Haiku. 
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JOKE 
 
from page 8 of the New York Review of Books, March 29, 2007,  
Julian Barnes recounts: 
 
A British Euro-joke tells of a meeting of officials from various 
countries who listen to a British proposal, nodding sagely at its 
numerous benefits; the French delegate stays silent until the end, 
then taps his pencil and remarks, "I can see that it will work in 
practice.  But will it work in theory?" 
 
Substitute "SoQ poetry" for "British proposal," and "SoN poet" 
for "French delegate" and the joke still works, I think. 
 
But while the School-of-Quietude poet does value Practice, and 
the School-of-Noisiness poet valorizes Theory, this is (like the 
British/French characterization) overall a generalization, and 
can't apply to every individual case— 
 
For example, thinking of jokes, humor: surely the SoQ Bidart 
and the SoN Palmer are clones in their droneful solemnity, their 
drastic seriousness, their complete omission of the comic muse? 
 
(Palmer of course inserts a double space inbetween his lines so 
his poems can kill twice as many trees as the normal poem 
(Lebensraum, Lebensraum, his cramped lines cry); and Bidart: 
sometimes he too spreads his lines sparsely and straggledy-
taggledy down the page to blitzkrieg the margins of poetry's 
Maginot line . . . )
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MORE OF THE SAME  
 
Many anthologies published by Penguin in England are (or they 
used to be) issued simultaneously here— but the Penguin Book 
of Socialist Verse wasn't— why? why are there no anthologies of 
Socialist or Communist poetry published in this country? Every 
year USA publishers somehow find the money to issue endless 
anthologies of "spiritual" poetry, but there is not (to my 
knowledge) ever an anthol of atheist verse— why?  Who puts up 
the money for all these religious anthols?  Who funds this 
vicious christer crapaganda? 
 
The CIA promoted the New York School of artists in the 1950s 
and reportedly helped finance The Paris Review and Encounter 
and who knows how many other literary magazines. . . and if 
there is one characteristic shared by all secret intelligence 
agencies since WWII, isn't it the imperative to expand, to 
increase both their budget and their number of personnel (the 
size of which are always  classified), to grow, to gain ever greater 
power and prestige, and to continue to impose their ideological 
agendas and to spread their influence and domination into every 
aspect of society . . . 
 
So why would the CIA (or the NSA or how many other 
acronymic bureaus of faceless conspirators) not continue funding 
cultural entities from the 1950s right up to the present?  
Seriously: Why would they stop?  Have they ever stopped 
intervening in any other domain?  Have they ever stopped for 
one second their constant efforts to manipulate and control every 
sociopolitical / economic arena around the globe?  Does anybody 
believe they don't expend billions to coerce every aspect of the 
media?  And if the media, why not the arts?  —— 
 
Really: why wouldn't they?  What's stopping them?  Having 
once created an extensive program and set in motion 
departmental protocols to interfere in the realm of the arts, and 
having established significant inroads there, why on earth would 
they cease and desist?  Given the historical trajectories of most 
such clandestine bureaucracies, does that seem likely? 
 
And, given the CIA's choice in the 1950s to promote and fund 
the New York School of Painters (and thus help to bolster and 
benefit by association the New York School of Poets—collateral 
damage as it were), wouldn't you expect it to continue 
supporting similar offshoots of the Avant-Garde?  Remember 
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that the Agency's chief James Angleton was a disciple of Ezra 
Pound (and probably ran the Op that saved Pound from being 
prosecuted for war crimes).  Therefore, assuming the CIA had 
continued its involvement in the Arts (and I repeat: why 
wouldn't it?), wouldn't it also continue its investment in the 
Avant-garde?  Imagine which poets it would have favored 
(Pound . . . Avantgarde . . . any names come to mind?) 
 
USA poets know (though they rarely if ever acknowledge it) how 
much the CIA and other government agencies help promote the 
health and prosperity of AmeriPoBiz Inc. 
 
They know that the majority of their publications, most of the 
magazines and books their exciting breakthrough verse appears 
in, are largely funded by the CIA or, if not directly by the CIA, 
then through the distributive channels of other indirect pipeline 
organizations via the standard "cut-out" methods, 
 
funding which then is managed and administered by the 
glucklords and hasshitlers who run AmeriPoBiz Inc— 
 
which USA poets are for the most part devoted or subservient 
employees of. 
 
And most USAPO are grateful to be subsidized and supported 
thus. 
 
And to show their gratitude they write all these poems about 
how their mom and dad were only human but they love them 
anyway, or how mystically moved they are by the apparitions of 
tangency as it transpires in the treetops or their laptops. 
 
* 
Every war has unintended consequences of evil—the Cold War, 
for example: 
 
It was bad enough that the CIA through its support and funding 
 
nuked us with the New York School of Painting, but worse than 
that was the collateral damage, 
 
the fallout from that AntiCommunist patronage: 
 
the radiation-sickness known as the New York School of Poets. 
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FALSE FROG 
 
The famous frog haiku by Basho: its "kigo" (word or phrase 
indicating season) denotes spring: 
 
furuike ya kawazu tobikomu mizu no oto 
 
(ya: "In Japanese, kireji—“cutting-words, used to separate or set 
off statements”—are onomatopoeic, and 'have the meaning that 
lies in themselves as sounds.' " (Sato, One Hundred Frogs)  
Another quote from Sato: “Basho himself simply said, ‘Every 
sound unit is a kireji.’ ” 
 
—a possible version (I'm reading "ya" as an expression of 
astonishment and amazement at the pond's antiquity): 
 
how old this pond is! 
a frog jumps in— 
the sound of water 
 
My interpretation of "ya" must be wrong, however.  Not one of 
the expert commentators in Makoto Ueda's book Basho and his 
Interpreters / Selected Hokku with Commentary reads the syllable 
"ya" this way.   
 
In fact, none of them even mentions the ya.  
 
—!— 
 
I can't defend my reading against their collective and individual 
wisdom, except to say that I'm trying to read the poem by 
following Toho's (and presumably Basho's) definition of haiku: 
the mind that goes away and then returns.   The mind struck by 
the pond's antiquity goes away from the present moment, no?  
To see what was in what is requires some reflective distance 
from the immediate perception. 
 
* 
Ueda's two translations from the same book render "ya" first as a 
dash and then as a colon: 
 
the old pond— 
a frog jumps in, 
water's sound 
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furuike / ya / kawazu / tobikomu / mizu / no / oto 
old-pond / : / frog / jump-in / water / 's / sound 
 
 
* 
As I said above, my reading must be wrong. 
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ANOTHER WRONG TURN 
 
I seem to be the only English-language poet who has written 
syllabic verse recently, over the last decade or two, or at least I'm 
the only one who's produced enough of it to put out a book-
length selection . . . maybe I'm wrong about this, maybe there 
are other contemporary poets writing oodles of this particular 
type of poem, but if there are, I'm not aware of them— 
 
this is on my mind because I've just re-edited my "Selected 
Syllabic Verse," a book which in its various previous incarnations 
of being offered for purchase on Amazon.com has sold exactly 
no copies, zero, none. 
 
When I began writing in this mode at some point in the early 
1990s, there were two anthologies, "Strong Measures" and "A 
Formal Feeling Comes," both of which featured syllabic verse by 
living USA poets, so I certainly didn't consider it as an eccentric 
or marginal option, or not any more so than the sestina or the 
villanelle, 
 
but I was obviously wrong in my estimation, because the latter 
forms seem to have flourished since then, to the point that 
anthologies devoted to both have appeared very recently: Annie 
Finch edited a villanelle collection published in 2012; Daniel 
Nester's "Incredible Sestina Anthology" came out in November 
2013—and another sestina olio edited by Carolyn Beard 
Whitlow and Marilyn Krysl is scheduled for publication in 
March 2014. 
 
But to my knowledge no anthology of syllabic verse by poets 
writing in English, has ever been published . . . 
 
/ 
Why I started writing syllabic verse and why I have continued to 
do it, is another question.  As I said, at the time I began, it 
didn't seem to be a conspicuously weird choice: the syllabic form 
was being presented as a viable mode in those two early-1990s 
anthologies I mentioned above, which offered a couple dozen 
examples from living poets— 
 
so it didn't seem odd for me to try it out.  I wasn't being 
contrarian, choosing to write in some outre archaic style, 
deliberately odd and anti-establishment.  I've never aspired to be 
an "outsider" and am offended if labeled so.  I refused to be in 
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"The Outlaw Bible of American Poetry" when its editors 
solicited me, and I felt insulted that they would think I'd want to 
be in such an absurd farrago. 
 
But my continuing to write syllabic verse has turned out to be 
unfortunate in terms of career.  There's no "market" for it. 
Magazines or online journals don't publish special issues 
featuring it.  Nobody's interested in it.  Nobody's writing it (or 
only nobodies like me are writing it)— 
 
Contemporary poets are writing sestinas and villanelles, as 
evidenced in those current anthologies (none of whose editors 
thought any of my villanelles and sestinas were good enough to 
include in their contents, but that's another whiffle), 
 
but none of them are writing syllabic verse.  Or maybe there are 
a few I'm not aware of, but not enough for an anthology like. 
And of course, if such an anthology were ever to be done, none 
of my work would be considered worthy of inclusion, would it. 
 
Ron Silliman called me "Bill Knott, the Crown Prince of bad 
judgment." (Silliman's Blog, June 26, 2007)— 
 
My decision to write syllabic verse is just another example of the 
countless wrong choices I made as a poet.  One more reason my 
career has ended in utter failure. 
 
/ 
My fault in writing this bizarre-by-current-standards mode is 
manifest.  I'm appending below the intro notes, afterthoughts 
and an afternote, from the latest edition of the book which no 
one wants: 
 
INTRO NOTES 
             
* 
This is a selection from the syllabic verse I've written over the 
years. 
 
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." 
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Of course some poets have written fine syllabic poems without 
rhyme.   
 
Is it 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 used to, 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 meant to be random, neither chronological or 
thematic. 
 
* 
Some of the titles include a syllabic designation, which are 
meant to be an intrinsic part of the title. 
 
*** 
 
AFTERTHOUGHTS 
 
At some point in the past I must have realized how incompetent 
I was and still am at writing lines, and by lines I mean of course 
linebreaks— 
 
One writes lines, but are linebreaks also written?— 
 
I can only envy poets prior to the 20th century who were not 
faced with this problem of writing linebreaks, 
 
since the necessity of writing linebreaks only started with the 
advent of vers libre, free verse— 
 
With the exception I guess of Whitman and a few others, earlier 
poets never had this headache of where to break the line, it was a 
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given based on the standard precepts of meter stanzaic pattern 
and blank verse— 
 
Whether like George Chapman you believed that "[W]orthiest 
poets / shun common and plebeian forms of speech," 
 
or whether on the other hand you agreed with Wordsworth that 
"a large portion of the language of every good poem can in no 
respect differ from that of Prose," 
 
when it came to the form of your poem such opposing esthetic 
positions were moot, they made no difference— 
 
your line was the same: if unrhymed, it was in most instances the 
Marlowe/Shakespeare/Milton blank verse line; if rhymed, it 
followed the conventional schemes and arrangements of 
measure— 
 
you never had to think about linebreaks: they were built into the 
engine, they were a de facto factor— 
 
It's only with the birth of free verse (or Modern Poetry) that 
poets had to suddenly gear up and start dealing with this devilish 
task of the linebreak— 
 
the onerous job of devising and delivering those awkward pauses 
at the end of lines, those damned enjambments— 
 
And most poets since 1900 aren't very good at doing it.  I'm 
hardly alone in my failures at writing them— 
 
Eliot was a master at it, and WC Williams.  Robert Creeley was 
impeccable.  Plath was good, Bishop wasn't bad.  Larkin was 
very good.  Some poets most of us consider great were only 
competent at the linebreak.  Frost elided the problem.  Of 
contemporary poets I would mention Thomas Lux as being 
awfully adept at it . . . I'm trying to think of poets of my 
generation who have shown expertise in this specific discipline if 
it is a discipline, and I can't think of any off the top of my 
head— Of the younger poets I've read, Matthew Dickman and 
Dorothea Lasky seem to have a feel for effective use of the 
linebreak — 
 
And by saying "feel" I'm wondering if being able to write 
linebreaks is an innate talent, the equivalent of having perfect 
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pitch for a composer/musician . . . either you have a gift for it or 
you don't— 
 
Is it something that can be learned?— Robert Lowell struggled 
in the 1950s to gain or increase this skill (if it is a skill—if it can 
be acquired) by studying WC Williams—but did he really 
succeed? (I think he evinced more prowess at it with some of 
his Imitations than in the composition of his own work which 
only intermittently straggled free of traditional pre-20C 
norms—) 
 
The 20th Century poet who was perhaps the greatest, the best at 
writing linebreaks (in my estimation at least): Frank 
O'Hara.  And I don't know if it was something he worked 
particularly hard at, if it was something he consciously and 
conscientiously labored over, or whether it was just an incredibly 
muse-given grace and flair right there at his fingertips, an inborn 
Picasso-profligate proficiency, a careless-confident artistry that 
was less won than endowed— He was the Mozart of it, and 
almost everybody else is barely a Salieri. 
 
Keats, Shelley, Browning et al weren't any good at writing 
linebreaks, but they didn't have to be, because they didn't have 
to write linebreaks.  Nobody did before 1900. 
 
When it comes to the virtuosity demanded by the linebreak, 
almost everyone—or is it just me, me alone, and these 
paragraphs are nonsense?—is a kitten-on-the-keys. 
 
I must have realized at some point how lacking I was at the skill 
or knack or forte of writing linebreaks, because (and I can't 
remember just when it was) I started writing syllabic verse—
which I must have found helpful in alleviating my difficulties in 
writing lines— 
 
and by writing lines I mean writing linebreaks (if linebreaks can 
be written, or are written in the sense that words are written), 
because for post-1900 poets writing in English the line means 
something different than it meant to pre-1900 poets, 
 
the line is no longer a line in the sense that earlier poets thought 
of the line as being a given ingredient, a default mechanism— 
 
indeed maybe the line is no longer a line in any sense, 
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the line no longer exists, there are no lines in poetry any more, 
there are only linebreaks— 
 
the linebreak has replaced the line— 
 
In any case, as I said, at some point (1990?) I tried to elude my 
inability to write linebreaks by moving (not always, but often) to 
syllabic verse— 
 
Hence the verse in this book. 
 
*** 
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 
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 an 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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topic tags: PHIL SPECTOR, LANA CLARKSON, 
CHRISTIAN HYMN, MUSIC, MURDER, 
MUSIC=MURDER, MALE, MALE=MURDER, WALL 
OF SOUND, NIETZSCHE, ABYSS, FRENCH 
FEMINISTS, ROCK N ROLL OF AGES, BEYOND 
GOOD AND EVIL 
 
What tune was Phil Spector humming when he shot Lana 
Clarkson? 
(that's why they invented music in the first place: to accompany 
murder) 
(that's the purpose of music: to facilitate killing) . . . 
 
I keep imagining the song that filled Phil's mouth as he rammed 
his rod into Lana's mouth was that catchy Christian hymn, 
"Rock of Ages": 
Rock of Ages, 
Cleft for me; 
Let me hide 
Myself in thee. 
 
The cleft, the gorge that Phil was trying to blow to bits with his 
baton is psychoanalytically symbolically the vaginal shaft we 
males are so terrified and envious of, which no wall of sound we 
build around it can protect us from. 
 
—Nietzsche's abyss, especially if read in the context which most 
quoters of that famous bit from "Beyond Good and Evil" 
suppress, ie the two aphorisms before and after it: I'm sure I'm 
not the first to have noticed the significance of its placement 
positioning there in the "Fourth Article / Aphorisms and 
Entr'actes," undoubtedly some French feminists have long ago 
exhaustively exposed these sexist continuities: 
146.  Whoever battles with monsters had better see that it does 
not turn him into a monster.  And if you gaze long into an abyss, 
the abyss will gaze back into you. 
 
—Every quoter of the damn thing (and haven't you seen it and 
heard it everywhere) should be forced by law to also quote the 
aphorisms that surround it: 144, 145, 147, and 148 . . . 
 
—if you read the numbered aphorisms in the Fouth Article, I 
think you'll agree they're not strictly linear; some seem to follow 
a sequential pattern, to precede and succeed in their argument, 
but mostly there appears to be no constant thread that links a 
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progress from segment to segment (I could be wrong about 
this)— 
 
but here's the grouping as it appears in the translation I have (by 
Marianne Cowan, 1955): 
 
144.  When a woman is intellectually inclined there is usually 
something wrong with her sex.  Even barrenness disposes her to 
a certain masculinity of taste; for man—if I may say so—is "the 
barren animal." 
145. Comparing men and women as a whole, one may say that 
women would not have their genius for adornment if they did 
not have the instinct for playing a secondary role. 
146. The ubiquitude quoted above: monsters, monster; abyss, 
abyss. 
147.  This out of old Florentine novellas, and, incidentally, out 
of life: buona femmina e mala femmina vuol bastone [Good 
women and bad women alike want to be beaten]. 
148.  To seduce their neighbor into thinking well of them, and 
then to believe implicitly in this opinion of their neighbor: who 
has greater skill in this than a woman? 
 
* 
Philosophically the composer Spector viewed the actress 
Clarkson as a monstrous abyss surrounded by Nietzsche's 
numbered commandments, 
 
* 
It occurs to me to wonder how many songwriters have written 
songs in response to this spectral archetypal (typical) event in the 
history of music . . . this tinny apotheosis of music's murderous 
crusade.   
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A QUOTE FROM MARY OLIVER 
 
from a recent Writers Chronicle: 
 
"As Mary Oliver wrote, 'No poet ever wrote a poem to dishonor 
life, to compromise high ideals, to scorn religious views, to 
demean hope or gratitude, to argue against tenderness, to place 
rancor before love, or to praise littleness of soul.  Not one.  Not 
ever.' " 
 
What fucking nonsense.  It's sanctimonious crap like this that 
make people hate poetry.  This holier than thou attitude is what 
ruins so many poems . . . And most of what Oliver is quoted as 
saying is simply untrue.  
 
To take just one of her assertions, it's a flat-out lie to say that no 
poet ever wrote a poem to scorn religious views—is she saying 
that there are no Atheist poems, no poems that attack the insane 
delusions of religious belief? 
 
Maybe she's right as far as our country goes: in this rightwing 
christer fascist theocracy USA, the poets don't dare write atheist 
poems.  
 
And if they did commit that sin, Mary Oliver would probably 
deny that they did it—I imagine her responding thus: 
 
"What Atheist poets?  There are none.  No poet was ever that 
negative.  We poets honor life; we never compromise our high 
ideals; we are eternally hopeful and grateful; we are tender and 
loving: our souls are praise-be enormous.  There are no 
exceptions to this rule.  Not one.  Not ever." 
 
/ 
When Mary Oliver claims that no poet ever wrote a poem in 
scorn of religious beliefs, she's simply repeating  what the 
bignotes in the Establishment proclaim.  They (the Oligarchy, 
the Permanent Government, the NSA, the Skull and Bones 
Society, the Heritage Foundation, The Bollingen Foundation, 
The Academy of American Poets, the Vatican, the World Bank, 
etcetera, in other words the Higherups who own us) think that if 
they deny the existence of atheist poems, like they deny the 
existence of secret CIA prisons and torture, then no one will 
question the issue . . . 
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/Here's an Atheist poem by John Keats, one you never see in any 
of the anthologies edited and published by the overlords : 
 
Written in Disgust of Vulgar Superstition 
 
The church bells toll a melancholy round, 
Calling the people to some other prayers, 
Some other gloominess, more dreadful cares, 
More heark'ning to the sermon's horrid sound. 
Surely the mind of man is closely bound 
In some black spell; seeing that each one tears 
Himself from fireside joys, and Lydian airs, 
And converse high of those with glory crown'd. 
Still, still they toll, and I should feel a damp, 
A chill as from a tomb, did I not know 
That they are dying like an outburnt lamp; 
That 'tis their sighing, wailing ere they go 
Into oblivion;—that fresh flowers will grow, 
And many glories of immortal stamp. 
 
That's not his best sonnet, but I think it is his most relevant one 
here in the 21st Century, when the hope it expresses is still so 
tragically unfulfilled— 
 
Yes, when will "the mind of man" free itself from the bounds of 
religion's "black spell"?  
 
When will those Vulgar Superstitions of the past finally flicker 
out like an outburnt lamp? 
 
Keats in a fit of wishful thinking asserts his certainty that these 
horrid dreadful Churches are dying and going "into oblivion," 
but as we know all too well, they're still there, clamping down 
and closely binding us with their damp chill tombs. 
 
They're still there because they serve the purposes of the 
Establishment.  The Invisible Government wields the sword of 
the Church to suppress and crush dissent, to help guard and 
maintain its sovereignty. 
 
One of the Churches it uses in its continual efforts to stay status 
quo is Poetry.  The Establishment controls the poetry world 
through its Cultural agencies like the Academy of American 
Poets and The Paris Review and other institutions; every major 
publisher and editor is in its pocket. 



 

 156 

What the Establishment wants is poets who will not write 
poems that attack the basis of its Hegemony, its  traditions of 
Heirarchy. They want poets who write anti-Atheist poems, 
poems that implicitly reinforce the kill-strength of one of its 
most important weapons of oppression, the Church. 
 
In our current state of poetry the thing that is most horrid and 
dreadful, to use Keats' terms, is that US poets are constantly 
writing poems in support of the "vulgar superstitions" of 
religion.  It seems like every month another anthology of 
Contemporary American Poems in Praise of Spirituality and 
God is published. 
 
Why are our poets writing these disgusting poems?  "Disgust" is 
Keats' word, and he's right— 
 
It's not just that US poets aren't writing Atheist poems, as they 
should be: the horrible degradation is that they are so actively 
and aggressively producing poems that promote and propagate 
and justify the evil chicanery and slavery of religion . . .  Why are 
so many contemporary US poets writing this christer 
crapaganda, this Rilkemilky pietistic pap? 
 
It ain't free will, that's for sure.  Poets write the kinds of poems 
they get paid to write.  The Dictators pay our poets to write this 
disgusting *spiritual* verse, and they're getting their money's 
worth.  
 
It's not just the cash, though.  No, it's also the fact that we USA 
poets are intimidated and terrorized.  We live in a cage of fear.  
We are afraid to write Atheist or Socialist poems because we 
know the murderous consequences that would follow.  We know 
what happens to those poets who disobey the State's edicts, we 
know that poets are murdered everyday by the secret police 
apparatus of the USA—  
 
Rightwing fascists use Religion to dominate and distort and 
destroy people's minds . . .  All these poets writing *spiritual* 
poetry are employees of the Christan Coalition; they all work for 
the Vatican and similar criminal organizations.  
 
If there were to be an Inquisition in this country (or another 
Inquisition to add to the ones we've already had in our history), 
these poets would have nothing to fear. 
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FROM AUGUST 27, 2008 (OR YESTERDAY OR 
TODAY): 
 
I should admire and applaud the efforts of small poetry presses 
and magazines to raise funding, but I'm sorry to say I think such 
private individual projects are largely shortsighted and 
misguided: one might say they treat the symptoms, not the 
disease. 
 
The problem is systemic, and should be attacked on a systemic 
level—poetry is the least-funded of the arts, and that 
underfunding occurs in a culture/society which of course 
underfunds all the arts to some degree, but poetry suffers the 
worse—— 
 
in today's NYTimes Arts section, extensive reports appear on the 
New York City Opera and the MTV Video Awards etc, in other 
words the important arts are covered in depth and detail, 
whereas as usual there's not a word about poetry or poetry 
news— 
 
on page B2, below the fold: "Guggenheim to receive $1 Million 
Award"—— "The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation 
announced that it has been selected for a $1 million special 
award from the National Endowment for the Humanities for its 
coming exhibition 'The Third Mind: American Artists 
contemplate Asia . . .' at the Guggenheim Museum"  . . . 
 
A recent poetry blog estimated the amount paid by USA poets 
(USAPO for short) to enter book contests is yearly one million 
dollars . . . 
 
USAPO whine complain about paying these fees to little-press 
publishers . . . the publishers in return whine complain about 
having to charge these fees in order to pay for the cost of 
printing the books  . . . it's a vicious circle-jerk where no one gets 
off . . . 
 
And nobody in USAPO it seems gets frustrated enough to 
actually attack the root problem, which is the normative 
underfunding of poetry by the cultural powers and dominions . . 
. 
 
The foundations and institutions have the money, but they're 
not giving it to poetry—that's the basic cause.  And USAPO 
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won't do anything to change that—they won't unite and fight 
for their due. 
 
They won't picket the Guggenheim Museum/Foundation (or 
the NEH) in protest, they won't urge a boycott of this "Third 
Mind" exhibit, they won't plaster leaflets demanding equal 
funding for poetry across every wall of this event—which 
incidently I'm only mentioning because it's in today's paper, it's 
only an illustration, an example of so many other similar 
misappropriations—— 
 
Yes, misappropriation, because this million bucks should be the 
million bucks that poets spend to enter book contests—this 
million (and so much more) should be going to USAPO— 
 
As I say above, I'm plucking the Guggie exhibit out of today's 
paper and using it as an example (—check tomorrow's paper for 
more news about the nonfunding-of-poetry: it's a daily feature in 
the New York Times Art Section)—— 
 
* 
And to those of you saying, What good is picketing the Guggie 
going to do—— 
 
Imagine the opening of this and all its other exhibits, view our 
Borgias there in their Medici masks, in their pride,  
 
and that's where you should be hitting them, in their pride—
because their pose is to be patrons of the arts, they self-esteem 
themselves on how highminded how elite that patronage proves 
they are—it's part of their PR— 
 
but now imagine a picketline of poets screams curses at them, a 
gauntlet of poets hurls leaflets and posters and gets handcuffed 
mass-arrested nightsticked tasered for disturbing the hauteur of 
each smug Maecenas—for puncturing their complacent aura of 
Kultur—— 
 
and if you reply, Well that won't work, that will just make them 
hate poets—really?  Hey, they already hate you, in case you 
didn't notice—or did you imagine their policy of having poetry 
be the worst-funded of all the arts  
 
is because they love you best of all the arts, is that your ironic 
theory?—— 
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Attacking them with protests at the museum or the concert hall 
or the opera house, lying down in those aisles and galleries with 
passive resistance nonviolent refusal to move (we shall not be 
moved)— no, that may not work— 
 
but what you're doing now, does that work?— 
 
sucking up to them, petitioning them, filling out their insipid 
applications, is that effective— 
 
is that getting poetry funded at the level it deserves? 
 
Instead of licking their asses, start heckling them—they'll never 
love you, but maybe you can make them fear your protests—and 
if they fear you, they'll fund you (maybe).   
 
I'm not urging cadres of poets to barricade themselves inside 
MOMA and to start burning paintings and smashing sculptures 
until the Cultural Authorities release proper and reparative 
funding to poets and poetry presses and poetry organizations, 
I'm not recommending such 'terrorist' actions . . . 
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SUSPECT SHOULD BE SHOT ON SIGHT 
 
* 
Before I was forced to retire from my teaching position at 
Emerson College in Boston, someone who ran a little poetry 
reading series there asked me to do one before I left the area and 
moved [to Michigan where, in the 5 and a half years I've lived 
here, no one has asked me to do a reading, and oh yes surprise 
surprise I was not included in the anthology of "Michigan" poets 
published in 2013]— 
 
I begged off due to lack of preparation time but also, as I've 
mentioned in other venues, back when I was younger and did do 
readings I was by all accounts pretty bad at it.    
 
And to say "I did readings" is not quite accurate, considering 
that in my three decades of residence in the Boston area, I was 
almost never invited to give them .  .  . which is not surprising, 
really, taking into account how terrible I was at doing them— 
and in view of how the few readings I did give were so poorly 
attended—it's no wonder I was asked to do them so 
infrequently. 
 
The overseers of such venues knew how small a crowd my 
limited (meaning "bad") reputation as a poet would bring in.  
And they were right, of course. 
 
In those thirty years there were certainly plenty of places where I 
could have been invited to read, most of the many colleges and 
universities in or around the Boston area had reading series, and 
there were always non-affiliated independent ones ongoing . . . 
 
But lately I've been wondering whether my pathetically meager 
reading career might relate to the fact that the State Arts 
Council had at some point early on in my thirty years here 
pronounced me persona non grata . . . During those three 
decades the Massachusetts Art Foundation gave cash grant 
awards to hundreds of poets but not a fucking penny to me: my 
annual applications were annually rejected. 
 
—And ergo the administrators of all those poetry-reading series 
in Massachusetts knew that it would be *illegal* to recognize me 
as a poet, to invite me to read— 
 
this is a metaphor of course, but poets live and die by metaphor, 
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and I've died dozens at the hands of this one, so please stay with 
me, pray indulge me while I tease it out a bit— 
 
Laws are created not solely by legislation, but also by precedence 
and custom: 
 
so if the State of Massachusetts, through its Arts Agency, has 
repeatedly and consistently ruled that my poetry has no merit 
and is not worthy of— 
 
I applied I can't remember how many times, how many years for 
one of the poetry grants they gave over the course of those three 
decades to hundreds of other Massachusetts poets— 
 
if the State has determined that I am a nonpoet, if they have 
rendered that judgement again and again and again, then, 
does that not constitute a statutory mandate, does that not have 
the authority of an ordinance,— 
 
does that not establish a Law, a commonlaw or corpus juris,— 
 
does that not in jurisprudence enact an Edict that finds "Knott is 
not a poet"— 
 
has not the State ratified, by precedence and custom, and 
decreed just such an embargo— 
 
and if the State of Massachusetts has legally ordained by fiat that 
I am not a poet, then, ergo, 
 
it would be illegal, wouldn't it, for citizens of Massachusetts to 
regard me as a poet?— 
 
No wonder all those folks never invited me to participate in their 
reading series, when they knew that by doing so, they'd be 
breaking the law!  
 
(It's obviously why the editors of magazines published in 
Massachusets always rejected the poems I send them—) 
 
Yes, the metaphor sayeth: it is illegal for Massachusetts residents 
to read my poetry, or ask me to give poetry readings, or to 
consider me a poet in any way. 
 
[And obviously the authorities here in Michigan feel the same.] 
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I guess I'm lucky that Massachusetts didn't actually make it a 
criminal offense for me to be a poet, and sanction its police 
agencies to arrest me each time I tried to write a poem. 
 
I guess it's lucky I'm not on Death Row by now. 
 
My poetry career's on Death Row, but I'm not quite there yet.   
 
Won't be long, though. 
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POLITICS 
 
Jeffrey St. Clair, over at the "counterpunch" website, in a review 
of one of my books wrote that "Knott resides on the anarchist 
left." 
 
(In the same review, he also says "Bill Knott is the funniest poet 
since J.V. Cunningham," though surely he wouldn't have said 
that if he had read the winner of Poetry Magazine's most recent 
humor contest, Alfred E. Goldbarth.) 
 
here's the quote, with source: 
Bill Knott is the funniest poet since J.V. Cunningham and, like 
Cunninghan, at times his humor can have a deliciously vicious 
edge. Whereas Cunningham (Exclusion of Rhyme) seems to 
have been something of a rightwinger, Knott resides on 
anarchist left. 
(http://www.counterpunch.org/stclair05172008.html) 
 
/ 
socialist poetry? 
 
I reiterate a point I've made many times on my prose blog: 
 
what did the major socialist poets of the 20th century actually 
finally decide about the purpose of poetry? 
 
What did Brecht and Neruda finally conclude, what did they opt 
to do in their poetry after they made a commitment to 
communism? 
 
They did the same thing that Mayakovsky did, and many others: 
 
they moved toward a poetry of direct statement, a poetry written 
for and intended to be as accessible to as many readers as 
possible. 
 
Neruda's Residencia was arguably the most advanced/avantgarde 
poetry since Mallarme, looked at in terms of its esthetic alone— 
 
but Neruda left that extravagance behind, and moved toward a 
plainer, more colloquial style— perhaps influenced by Nicanor 
Parra. 
 



 

 164 

Eluard did the same.   Brecht's poetry, after a spell or two of 
youthful Rimbaudian experimentalism, did the same. 
 
Mayakovsky spelled it out: "I set my heel on the throat of my 
own song." 
 
All these poets moved toward and believed in a poetry of direct 
statement, a poetry intended to reach as wide an audience as 
possible. 
 
Forget the Theory, and look at the Practice.  Look at what 
socialist poets all over the world finally chose to write: 
 
consider they came to believe in the poem as a medium, not as 
an end in itself. 
 
/ 
I recommend Laurie Smith's essay, "Subduing the reader," 
which you can find online by googling 'Magma No 23 - Summer 
2002'  Here's his penultimate paragraph: 
 
One can dismiss [Geoffrey Hill's] Speech! Speech! as the last 
gasp of Pound's influence, but in every generation there are poets 
who try to tell us that the present is worthless compared to the 
past, though they rarely have the talent of Pound or Hill. A 
current example is the American poet Gjertrud Schnackenberg 
who is much admired by the New Republican Right and, 
surprisingly, by Bloodaxe Books. We need always to be alert to 
writers who claim that good poetry must be difficult, accessible 
only to the educated few, and see this claim for what it is - 
fascist. 
 
* 
After reading the Smith piece, you should look at two replies 
(neither of which directly address his final sentence above) 
appearing in the next issue, Magma 24, especially the one by 
Robert Potts.  (all these are online at the Magma site) 
 
Potts quotes Hill: 
 
"In my view, difficult poetry is the most democratic, because you 
are doing your audience the honour of supposing that they are 
intelligent human beings. If you write as if you had to placate or 
in any way entice their lack of interest, then I think you are 
making condescending assumptions about people. I mean people 
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are not fools. But so much of the populist poetry of today treats 
people as if they were fools. And that particular aspect, and the 
aspect of the forgetting of a tradition, go together …” 
 
/ 
It's an eternal conflict for poets: 
 
if we are, in Smith's words, "difficult, accessible only to the 
educated few," as HighModernists like Eliot/Stevens/et al and 
the AvantGarde (lango, post-avant etcet) tend to be. . . 
 
if that is our esthetic claim, shouldn't we expect that claim to 
face and to deserve the condemnation of "fascist" . . . 
 
In our defence we can (and do, endlessly) offer variations on 
Hill's words above to justify our narcissistic solipsistic 
intramuralistic verse, but . . . 
 
* 
My problem is that, while intellectually and theoretically I'm on 
Smith's side of the argument as opposed to Potts and Hill . . . 
 
philosophically, politically I'm opposed to elistist verse of 
whatever stripe (Academic=Avantgarde). . . 
 
In theory I'm in favor of those poets (the ones Hill is too 
chickenshit or rather too arrogant to name the names of: what 
he condescendingly calls "the populist poetry of today" ). . . 
 
(why doesn't he name names?  if you're going to make such 
blanket statements, come right out and be specific, name the 
culprits). . . 
 
in theory I favor the Accessible poets, Billy Collins, Mary 
Oliver, Ted Kooser, Jane Hirshfield, Mary Karr, Sharon Olds, 
Philip Levine, et al, because they are striving to refute the Fascist 
esthetic that says, to quote Smith, "that good poetry must be 
difficult, accessible only to the educated few."   
 
(What's worse is when fascist poets write verse which is difficult, 
accessible only to the educated few——and then issue loud 
manifestos proclaiming the opposite, boasting that their 
autotelic practices will overthrow the hegemony of bourgeois 
discourse and rouse the revolution (langpo will lead us to 
utopesville). . . 
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But my problem is that while in theory I support Smith as 
opposed to Potts, in practice I often fail to achieve what I 
profess. 
 
I don't (or don't always) practice what I preach.  I try to: 
whenever I start a poem, my intent is never to write something 
which is "difficult, accessible only to the educated few," and yet, 
unfortunately, disastrously, all too often I wind up with a 
tattered mess that is so convoluted and clotted and dense with 
allusiveness and so perverse in its obliquity that it fails my intent 
and reveals in its sprawled condition a tragic falling off from the 
moral highgound of my ostensible esthetic allegiance. . . 
 
* 
The Smith-Potts dispute in Magma followed a piece in the 
Guardian by Potts condemning the judges of the TS Eliot Prize 
for choosing Anne Carson over Geoffrey Hill —you can find all 
this online and it's worth taking a look at—       
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A FABLE 
 
If you were the member of a tribe that was constantly attacked 
by other tribes, if for centuries those clans had continually 
robbed your crops and stole the fruit of your labors, wouldn't you 
consider those groups your enemies? 
 
And what if your tribe and those same hostile tribes were under 
the rule of a larger entity, a body politic, a realm, a State that 
favored those rival tribes, that in the distribution of its wealth 
and benefits had always unfairly granted those enemy tribes 
more resources than it gave to you— 
 
If you were a member of this outcast caste, this slave class, might 
you not resent and even rise up in rebellion against the system 
that despised and exploited you— 
 
You probably would, unless of course you were a Poet, 
 
in which case you'd be kneeling down and kissing the ass of 
those enemy tribes of Music, Painting, Film, etc., and 
prostrating yourself at the feet of your most rapacious enemy, the 
Prosewriter tribe, 
 
and your whole tribe, every Poet would be groveling right there 
alongside you— 
 
Nor would you and your fellow helots mass your forces in united 
protest against the State that supported and awarded its 
endowments to those foe tribes of Musicmakers, Painters, 
Filmistes, Prosewriters, et al, 
 
those adversary tribes who have eternally plundered and 
plagiarized your achievements, the produce of your hands, 
who have commandeered, hijacked the goods your serfdom has 
created— 
 
those rival tribes, whose punishment for the evil piracy of your 
work has been what? 
 
Not punishment, but prize: to garner the major share of any and 
whatever Arts funding the greater society meagerly dispenses in 
its budgetary decisions. 
 
* 
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But of course if you were a member of this tribe, it wouldn't be 
heredity; fate would not have cursed your birth into this family 
of Untouchables: 
 
no, you would have joined it yourself, free will, you chose to 
enter this pariah pack and suffer its abject, its humiliating 
impoverishments, to sacrifice your life in masochistic menial 
fealty and obsequious servitude, in endless subjection to those 
superior vicious tribes who fang the food from your mouth, who 
loot your livelihood and ransack your soul,— 
 
and oh yes, you'll crawl and humbly beg bless from the god that 
rewards those enemies. 
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ANOTHER FABLE 
 
The State (society, the institutional powers that be, etc) has 
budgeted 20 beans for the Arts— 
 
of course 20 beans are too little, the State should allocate more 
beans, everybody knows that, everybody bleats and tirades that 
20 beans are not enough funding for the Arts, etc., etc., the State 
should give them more, the State should blah blah blah— 
 
the Artists endlessly complain they're being shortchanged in the 
State's dispersal of resources—and they're right, of course: but so 
what? 
 
The Artists can bang their heads against the State's palace doors 
all they like, 
 
but 20 beans is it. 
 
And eventually inevitably those 20 beans are distributed to the 
Arts: 
 
Music gets 8 beans, 
 
Film gets 4, 
 
Painting/Visual gets 3, 
 
Prose gets 3, 
 
Theater gets 2, 
 
Poetry gets—wait, aren't there any left?  Did you count them 
right?
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AFTERWORD 
  
Wealthy poets like Louise Gluck and C.K. Williams and Russell 
Edson can afford to hire professional proofreaders and copy 
editiors to help prepare their books, and poet professors like 
Linda Bierds and Dave Smith and others have student assistants 
to aid with the readying of their mss.   
 
But I have no such resources, I have to do it all on my own.  So 
please forgive me if you see any errata I didn't catch, or spacing 
glitches etc.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
/ 
 
 
Thanks to Jericho Brown and Jill Alexander Essman and 
Camille Martin for granting me permission to reprint their 
poems. 
 
I have written many other appreciations of poets on my prose 
blog, but have no knowledge of how to obtain permission to 
quote them in print publication, whereas on the Web it doesn't 
seem to matter about reprint rights, the posting of everyone's 
poems (mine included) there without permission is 
promiscuously common and copyright laws hardly seem to be 
enforced at least where poems are concerned, so I have rather 
freely posted poems upon my prose blog in order to praise them: 
which I don't dare do here in a print publication. 
 
 


