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Carolyn Brown:

Good evening.  I am Carolyn Brown.  I’m the director of the Office of Scholarly Programs in the John W. Kluge Center here at the Library of Congress (the Library), and it is my great, great pleasure this evening to welcome Donald Hall, the 14 poet laureate consultant in poetry, whose reading tonight initiates the Library’s poetry season for 2006-2007.  A couple of preliminary rules: no flashes, no recordings and I would ask you to please turn off your cell phones if you have them; I’m always forgetting to turn mine.  And before we begin, just a few short announcements.  One week from today there will be a “Poetry at Noon” reading -- that’s October 10 -- on the theme of “Ancient History.”  These are in the Pickford Theater; there’ll be four poets reading.  

Next Thursday evening, October 12, Galway Kinnell will read with David Tucker in this room at 6:45.  You’ll see the fall literary season on the table outside, on a yellow sheet.  You might want to pick that up.  And I’ll just mention another event; October 19, for those of you with an international taste in poetry we’ll be sponsoring a “Small Nations Poetry Reading.”  Eight of the small nations of the world -- some of them are really small; Liechtenstein -- will be here in this room; readings from 6:30-9:00.  That is limited seating, and if you’re interested check the Web page. You’ll need to RSVP.  So much for the preliminaries; let’s get down to the main business at hand.

Donald Hall, our poet laureate, was born in Connecticut, educated at Harvard, Oxford and Stanford, taught for several years at the University of Michigan.  He’s written 15 books of poetry, and most recently this wonderful one which is available just outside the room, called “White Apples and the Taste of Stone: Selected Poems 1946-2006,’ a really excellent collection that will give a wonderful glimpse into the range and variety of his work, as well as some of the continuities in his poetry.  He’s received multiple prizes and awards, as most of you probably know; two Guggenheim Fellowships and the Robert Frost Silver Medal from the Poetry Society of America.  In the 1980s he served for five years as the poet laureate of New Hampshire and won a lifetime achievement award from the New Hampshire Writers and Publishers Project.  

He’s been an active editor of textbooks, anthologies and literary magazines.  And while these editorial tasks may not be his greatest delight, however excellent he is at performing these things, he certainly has spread his influence across the field of poetry and helped shape poetic sensibilities with that work.  He’s also authored several children’s books -- one of which, “Ox-Cart Man,” won the Caldecott Medal -- as well as some short stories, some plays and several autobiographical works.  Probably the one that many of you are most familiar with is “The Best Day The Worst Day: Life With Jane Kenyon.’  So we have a splendid list of accomplishments achieved over a long and fruitful career.  

He’s also -- as you notice, the recitation skips slightly over the poetry, and obviously none of us would be here tonight if we weren’t interested in the poet and his poetry.  And so, something more is called for than just a biography as we turn attention to someone who has helped us see and feel and name what is known but barely whispered in ordinary lives; who is knowledgeable beyond our perceiving, using a studied craft to elicit deep recognition of things forgotten or sometimes barely understood.  

For this reason -- it’s interesting; many writers of brief biographies cite the work of another poet laureate rather than their own when they try to sum up, in some way, Donald’s work.  And I want to quote to you tonight some words from Billy Collins, writing about this most recent collection: “Hall has long been placed in the Frostian tradition of the plainspoken rural poet.  His reliance on simple, concrete diction and the no-nonsense sequence of the declarative sentence gives his poems steadiness and imbues them with a tone of sincere authority.  It is a kind of simplicity that succeeds in engaging the reader in the very first lines.”

And I would add that it gives the marvelous illusion of great ease.  Masters in whatever field frequently leave the uninitiated with the illusion that somehow they simply fell out of bed and wrote a great work or gave a great concert.  You see this in sports; had a great performance and it looks so easy.  And of course we all know better.  So I’d like to quote another authority who speaks on the intent of his craft, of Donald’s craft; the master, Donald himself.  In the last section of his new collection, in a section modestly entitled “Recent Poems,” there is a small poem called “Mastery” -- and small in the sense that it’s few words, but large thoughts.  And I’m just going to read the opening lines: “Where the poet stops, the poem begins.  The poem asks only that the poet get out of the way.”

[laughter]

For clarity and simplicity, two features of Hall’s work, I think there’s no better statement than this one.  And so I’m going to also take the advice of the poem and get out of the way and bring you Donald Hall.  Please welcome Donald.

[applause]

Donald Hall:

Thank you.  Thank you.  That was a very, very elegant introduction.  Thank you so much.  I’m going to read only from my huge book here.  Not quite all of it,

[laughter]

 I assure you, but I’m going to begin and be largely chronological as I read.  I’ll begin with a poem I wrote when I was 25 years old, when my first child was born.  It’s very easy to date the poem and the child by birthdays.  And he’s here tonight, and that’s the reason I want to read it.  The first line and the title are the same; I’ll just say the poem.

My son, my executioner, 

    I take you in my arms,

Quiet and small and just astir

    And whom my body warms.

Sweet death, small son, our instrument 

    Of immortality,

Your cries and hungers document 

    Our bodily decay

We twenty-five and twenty-two,

   Who seemed to live forever,

Observe enduring life in you 

   And start to die together.

Naturally, when I wrote it I had fears of what he might think of it when he grew up.

[laughter]

And when he was about 14 he came to me and said, “You know that poem you wrote when I was born?”  And I kind of leaned back and waited, and he said, “I was betting it was more about you and your father than about you and me, you know?”  He must have been reading Freud again.

[laughter]

Another poem I’ll read from about that time, before I skip up in the decades to the present, is a poem called “The Sleeping Giant.”  I grew up, the school time of year, in Hamden, Connecticut, which has a hill shaped -- with a little imagination -- like a sleeping giant, and I imagined what a child might feel, being told that was a sleeping giant.

The whole day long, under the walking sun

That poised an eye on me from its high floor,

Holding my toy beside the clapboard house

I looked for him, the summer I was four.

I was afraid the waking arm would break 

From the loose earth and rub against his eyes

A fist of trees, and the whole country tremble 

In the exultant labor of his rise;

Then he with giant steps in the small streets

Would stagger, cutting off the sky, to seize 

The roofs from house and home because we had 

Covered his shape with dirt and planted trees;

And then kneel down and rip with fingernails 

A trench to pour the enemy Atlantic 

Into our basin, and the water rush, 

With the streets full and all the voices frantic.  

That was the summer I expected him.

Later the high and watchful sun instead

Walked low behind the house, and school began,

And winter pulled a sheet over his head.

Those poems were written at a time when I really knew what I was going to say before I wrote a poem.  And then usually if my poem was any good it really said something I didn’t recognize at first; there was something going on in it that I had not planned.  But eventually I left behind rhyme and meter -- for most of my life, anyway -- and left behind the sort of rationally planned poem; the poem that you think out and then turn into verse.  That was just an early part of my life.  And here’s a poem that was – that I began with absolutely no idea what I was talking about.  At some point after completing the poem I figured it out, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to tell you.  

[laughter]

It’s called “The Long River.”

The musk ox smells

in his long head

my boat coming.  When 

I feel him there, 

intent, heavy, 

the oars make wings 

in the white night,

and deep woods are close 

on either side 

where trees darken.  

I rowed past towns 

in their black sleep 

to come here.  I passed 

the northern grass 

and cold mountains.  

The musk ox moves 

when the boat stops,

in hard thickets.  Now 

the wood is dark 

with old pleasures.

A little bit later, still, is a poem that I wrote on a bad time in my life.  It’s called “The Man in the Dead Machine.”  And the dead machine is mentioned by name in the second line, so I have to say what it is.  It’s a Grumman Hellcat, which was a fighter plane that flew from carriers in the Pacific during the second war on the American side. 

 “The Man in the Dead Machine”

High on a slope in New Guinea
The Grumman Hellcat
lodges among bright vines
as thick as arms. In 1943,
the clenched hand of a pilot
glided it here
where no one has ever been. 

In the cockpit, the helmeted
skeleton sits
upright, held
by dry sinews at neck
and shoulder, and by webbing
that straps the pelvic cross
to the cracked
leather of the seat, and the breastbone
to the canvas cover
of the parachute. 

Or say that the shrapnel
missed me, I flew
back to the carrier, and every
morning take the train, my pale
hands on a black case, and sit
upright, held
by the firm webbing.

I remember how that one started.  I was driving by myself on the New York Thruway, in a bad patch, and I suddenly had a kind of waking dream.  It didn’t obscure the highway, but it was vivid like a Kodachrome; seeing a crashed but largely intact airplane in the jungle vines, and then zooming down into the cockpit where there was a skeleton still very oddly and very improbably erect.  And I knew, the moment I saw those pictures, that this was a metaphor for how I felt at the time.  I pulled over to the side of the road and wrote down what I had seen; “Emergency Only,” of course.  It took me a long time to begin to write it, and I knew I wanted to bring the dead pilot into the present, into life.  But it took me a long time to realize I could just say -- suppose I was lying; suppose he wasn’t hit.  And then I was able to do it in the first person, and change the third person from the dream into the first person as a realization.  

I did write a children’s book called “Ox-Cart Man,” but before I wrote that I wrote a poem called “Oxcart Man,” and I worked on the poem for about a year before I saw that in another form I could make it into a picture book for children.  I’m reading you not the picture book for children, but the original poem “Oxcart Man.”

“In October of the year, 

he counts potatoes dug from the brown field, 

counting the seed, counting 

the cellar’s portion out,

and bags the rest on the cart’s floor.  

He packs wool, sheared in April, honey 

in combs, linen, leather 

tanned from deerhide, 

and vinegar in a barrel 

hooped by hand at the forge’s fire.  
He walks by his ox’s head, ten days 

to Portsmouth market, then sells potatoes 

and the bag that carried potatoes, 

flax seed, birch brooms, maple sugar, goose 

feathers, yarn.  

When the cart is empty, he sells the cart.  

When the cart is sold he sells the ox, 

harness and yoke, and walks 

home, his pockets heavy 

with the year’s coin for salt and taxes,
and at home by fire’s light in November cold

stitches new harness 

for next year’s ox in the barn, 

and carves the yoke, and saws planks

building the cart again.
That’s a New Hampshire story, of course.  And when, in 1975, Jane [Kenyon] and I moved from Ann Arbor back to the farm where my great-grandparents had lived and my grandparents had lived, I was full of New Hampshire stories, one after the other.  One that I’ve written about and read aloud a lot is one called “Names of Horses.”  I spent my summers on this farm, haying with my grandfather.  I’d work on poems in the morning, and then in the afternoon go out and pitch hay onto a hayrack with him.  It was a farm with no horses -- horses only; with no tractor, no farm machinery.

All winter your brute shoulders strained against collars, padding 

and steerhide over the ash hames, to haul 

sledges of cordwood for drying through spring and summer, 

for the Glenwood stove next winter, and for the simmering range.

In April you pulled cartloads of manure to spread on the fields, 

dark manure of Holsteins, and knobs of your own clustered with oats.

All summer you mowed the grass in meadow and hayfield, the mowing machine 

clacketing beside you, while the sun walked high in the morning;

and after noon's heat, you pulled a clawed rake through the same acres, 

gathering stacks, and dragged the wagon from stack to stack, 

and the built hayrack back, uphill to the chaffy barn, 

three loads of hay a day hanging wide from the hayrack.

Sundays you trotted the two miles to church with the light load 

of a leather quartertop buggy, and grazed in the sound of hymns. 

Generation on generation, your neck rubbed the windowsill 

of the stall, smoothing the wood as the sea smoothes glass.

When you were old and lame, when your shoulders hurt bending to graze,

one October the man, who fed you and kept you, and harnessed you every morning,

led you through corn stubble to sandy ground above Eagle Pond,

and dug a hole beside you where you stood shuddering in your skin,

and laid the shotgun's muzzle in the boneless hollow behind your ear,

and fired the slug into your brain, and felled you into your grave, 

shoveling sand to cover you, setting goldenrod upright above you,

where by next summer a dent in the ground made your monument.

For a hundred and fifty years, in the Pasture of dead horses,

roots of pine trees pushed through the pale curves of your ribs,

yellow blossoms flourished above you in autumn, and in winter

frost heaved your bones in the ground - old toilers, soil makers:

O Roger, Mackerel, Riley, Ned, Nellie, Chester, Lady Ghost.

I’m just looking for one particular poem.  I can’t find this in here.  Here it is.  This is not a New Hampshire poem; this is a “poetry reading” poem.  

[laughter]

This is my one poem written about a poetry reading; a very unlikely event.  It is called “To a Waterfowl.”

Women with hats like the rear ends of pink ducks [laughter]

applauded you, my poems.

These are the women whose husbands I meet on airplanes,

who close their briefcases and ask, “What are you in?”

[laughter]

I look in their eyes, I tell them I am in poetry, 

and their eyes fill with anxiety, and with little tears.

“Oh yeah?” they say, developing an interest in clouds.

“My wife, she likes that sort of thing. Hah-ha.

[laughter]

I guess maybe I better watch my grammar. Hah.”

I leave them in airports, watching their grammar,

and take a limousine to the Women’s Goodness Club 

where I drink Harvey’s Bristol Cream with their wives, 

and eat chicken salad with capers, with little tomato wedges,

and I read them “The Erotic Crocodile” --

[laughter]

-- and “Eating You.”

Ah, when I have concluded the disbursement of my sonorities, 
crooning, “High on thy thigh I cry, Hi!’’ – and so forth –

[laughter]

they spank their wide hands, they smile like Jell-O,

and they say, a “Ha-ha-ha? My goodness, Mr. Hall, 

but you certainly do have an imagination, Ha-ha-ha.”

[laughter]

“Thank you, indeed,” I say, “it brings in the bacon.”

[laughter]  
But now, my poems, now I have returned to the motel, 

returned to l’eternel retour of the Holiday Inn, 

naked, lying on the bed, watching Godzilla Sucks Mt. Fuji, 

addressing my poems, feeling superior, and drinking bourbon 

from a flask disguised to look like a transistor radio. 

[laughter]

And what about you? You, laughing? You, in the blue jeans, 

laughing at your mother who wears hats, and at your father 

who rides briefcase – who rides airplanes with a briefcase watching his grammar?

Will you ever be old and dumb, like your creepy parents?  

Not you, not you, not you, not you, not you.

[laughter]

[applause]

Now, there’s a poem called “The Day I Was Older.”  And again, if you read the poem you know why I was older then, but you don’t when you haven’t heard it.  It’s a poem on the day I turned older than my father ever got to be.  When the parent of the same age – when the parent of the same sex dies at an early age and the son or daughter survives, it’s very peculiar.  You believe that you will be fated not to live so long, or that perhaps you would be wrong to live longer.  My father died when he was 52, so this is an old poem when I turned 52.  It’s called “The Day I Was Older,” and it’s in five short parts, each with a separate title. 

“The Clock”

The clock on the parlor wall, stout as a mariner’s clock, 

disperses the day. All night it tolls the half-hour 

and the hour’s number with resolute measure,

approaching the poles and crossing the equator 

over fathoms of sleep. Warm 

in the dark next to your breathing, 

below the thousand favored stars, I feel 

horns of gray water heave 

underneath us, and the ship’s pistons 

pound as the voyage continues over the limited sea.

“The News”

After tending the fire, making coffee, and pouring milk 

for four cats, I sit in the blue chair each morning,

reading obituaries in the Boston Globe 

for the mean age; today there is Manufacturer, Concord 53, 

Ex-Congressman, Saugus 80, and I read 

that Emily Farr is dead after a long illness in Oregon.

Once in an old house we talked for an hour while the coal fire 

brightened in November twilight and wavered 

our shadows high on the wall 

until our eyes fixed on each other. Thirty years ago.
“The Pond”

We lie by the pond on a late August afternoon

as a breeze from low hills in the west stiffens water 

and agitates birch leaves yellowing above us.  

You set down your book 

and lift your eyes to white trunks tilting from shore.

A mink scuds through ferns; an acorn tumbles.

Soon we will turn to our daily business. 

You do not know that I am watching, taking pleasure 

in your breasts that rise and fall as you breathe.

Then I see mourners gathered by an open grave.
“The Day”

Last night at suppertime I outlived my father, enduring 

the year, month, day, hour and moment 

when he lay back on the hospital bed in the guest room among

cylinders of oxygen, mouth open, nostrils and pale 

blue lips fixed unquivering. Father of my name, 

father of long fingers, I remember your dark hair 

and your face almost unwrinkled. Now I have waked 

more mornings to frost whitening the grass, 

read the newspaper more times, and stood more times, 

my hand on a doorknob without opening the door.

“The Cup” -- this is the last section.

From the Studebaker’s backseat, on our Sunday drives, 

I’ve watched her earrings sway. Then I walked uphill 

beside an old man carrying buckets 

under birches on an August day. Striding at noontime, 

I looked at weight and at river cities. In the crib 

my daughter sighed opening her eyes. I kissed the cheek 

of my father dying. By the pond an acorn fell.

You listening here, you reading these words as I write them, 

I offer this cup to you: Though we drink 

from this cup everyday, we will never drink it dry.

Sometimes I have written monologues.  I have one called “Edward’s Anecdote.”  Edward tells a number of anecdotes in the poem, but it is the one he ends with that matters.  “Edward’s Anecdote.”

“Late one night, she told me.

We’d come home from a party 

where she drank more wine 

than usual, from nervousness 

I suppose. I was astonished, 

which is typical, 

and her lover of course 

was my friend. My naiveté 

served their purposes: What 

you don’t know beats your head in. 

After weeping for an hour or so

I tried screaming.

Then I quieted down; 

then I broke her grandmother’s 

teapot against the pantry brickwork, 

which helped a bit.  

She kept apologizing 

as she walked back and forth, 

chainsmoking. I hated her,

and thought how beautiful 

she looked as she paced,

which started me weeping again. 

Old puzzlements began to solve 

themselves: the errand 

that took all afternoon; 

the much-explained excursion 

to stay with a college roommate 

at a hunting lodge 

without a telephone 

and of course, the wrong numbers.  

Then my masochistic mind 

printed Kodacolors 

of my friend and my wife 

arranged in bed together. 

When I looked out the window, 

I saw the sky going 

pale with dawn; soon the children 

would wake.  Thinking of them 

started me weeping again.  

I felt exhausted, and

I wanted to sleep neither 

with her nor without her,

which made me remember: 

When I was a child we knew 

a neighbor named Mr. Jaspers, 

an ordinary 

gray and agreeable 

middle-aged businessman who 

joked with the neighborhood 

children when he met us on 

the street, giving us pennies, except for once a year 

when he got insanely drunk 

and the police took him.  

One time he beat his year-old 

daughter with a broomstick, 

breaking a rib bone, and as 

she screamed, she kept crawling 

back to her father: Where else 

should she look for comfort?
The biggest, horrible event in my life has been the death of my wife, Jane Kenyon, at the age of 47 of leukemia.  And I’ve written a great many poems about her.  I think I will read a little one written just after her death, first.  I’m sorry -- got totally the wrong page.  We had a dog named Gus – like all dogs, and he and Jane were very close.  Two days after -- this is called “Retriever.”

Two days after Jane died

I walked with our dog Gus 

On New Canada Road

under birchy green 

April shadows, talking 

urgently, trying 

to make him understand. 

A quick mink scooted past 

into fern, and Gus 

disappeared in pursuit.  

The damp air grew chill 

as I whistled and called 

until twilight.  I thought 

he tried to follow her 

into the dark.  After an hour 

I gave up and walked home 

to find him on the porch, 

alert, pleased to see me, 

curious over my absence. 

But Gus hadn’t found her 

deep in the woods;  he hadn’t 

brought her back 

as a branch in his teeth.

Principally, after Jane died I wrote her letters.  The letter can be a wonderful form because you can switch from topic to topic.  You can also talk about something that an audience wouldn’t know about, but can guess the meaning of.  You mention the name Joyce, and Joyce is a friend.  One day I learned that one of our nurses of a hospital in Seattle was pregnant, and it was very good news.  And of course my immediate thought was to tell Jane about it, so I sat down and began to write her a letter.  I wrote a great many letters.  This is the first one, called “Letter With No Address.”

Your daffodils rose up 

and collapsed in their yellow 

bodies on the hillside 

garden above the bricks 

you laid out in the sand, squatting 

with pants pegged and face 

masked like a bee keeper’s 

against the black flies.  

Buttercups circle the planks 

of the old wellhead 

this May, when your silken 

gardener’s body withers or moulds 

in the Proctor graveyard.  

I drive and talk to you crying and come back to this house 

and talk to your photographs.  

There’s news to tell you: 

Maggie Fisher’s pregnant.  

I carried myself like an egg 

at Abigail’s birthday party 

a week after you died, 

as three year olds bounced 

uproarious on a mattress.  

Joyce and I met for lunch 

at the mall and strolled weepily 

through Sears and B. Dalton.  

Today it’s four weeks 

since you lay on our painted bed 

and I closed your eyes.  

Yesterday I cut irises to set 

in a pitcher on your grave;

today I brought a carafe 

to fill it with fresh water.  

I remember bone pain, 

vomiting, delirium.  I remember 

pond afternoons.  

My routine 

is established: coffee, 

the Globe; breakfast;

writing you this letter 

at my desk.  When I go to bed

to sleep after baseball, 

Gus follows me into the bedroom 

as he used to follow us.  

Most of the time he flops 

down in the parlor 

with his head on his paws.  

Once a week I drive to Tilton 

to see Dick and Nan.  

Nan doesn’t understand much 

but she knows you’re dead;  

I feel her fretting.  The tune 

of Dick and me talking 

seems to console her.  

You know now

whether the soul survives death.

Or you don’t.  When you were dying

you said you didn’t fear

punishment.  We never dared 

to speak of Paradise.  

At five A.M., when I walk outside, 

mist lies thick on hayfields.  

By eight the air is clear, 

cool, sunny, with the pale yellow 

light of mid-May.  Kearsarge 

rises huge and distinct, 

each birch and balsam visible.  

To the west the waters 

of Eagle Pond waver 

and flash through popples just 

leafing out.  

Always the weather,

writing its book of the world,

returns you to me.  

Ordinary days were best 

when we worked over poems 

in our separate rooms.  

I remember watching you gaze 

out the January window 

into the garden of snow 

and ice, your face rapt

as you imagined the burgundy lilies.  

Your presence in this house 

is almost as enormous 

and painful as your absence.  

Driving home from Tilton, 

I remember how you cherished 

that vista with its center 

the red door of a farmhouse 

amidst green fields.  Are you past pity?  

If you have consciousness now, 

if something I can call 

“you” is something 

like “consciousness,” I doubt 

you remember the last days.  

I play them over and over.  

I lift your wasted body 

onto the commode, your hands

looped around my neck, aiming 

your bony bottom so that 

it will not bruise on the rail.  

Faintly you repeat 

“Momma, Momma.”  

Three times today 

I drove to your grave.  

Sometimes, coming back home 

through our circular driveway, 

I imagine you’ve returned 

before me, bags of groceries upright 

in the back of the Saab, 

its trunk lid delicately raised 

as if proposing an encounter, 

dog-fashion, with the Honda.

There are other poems; a series of poems in which I return to rhyme and meter to write about her, somewhat driven by the ghost of Thomas Hardy.  Here’s a poem in rhyme and meter in a strange stanza that I invented for the occasion, which is called “Her Garden.”  She was a great gardener.

  I let her garden go.
                let it go, let it go
    How can I watch the hummingbird
           Hover to sip
           With its beak’s tip
The purple bee balm—whirring as we heard
           It years ago?

        The weeds rise rank and thick
                let it go, let it go
    Where annuals grew and burdock grows,
           Where standing she
           At once could see
The peony, the lily, and the rose
           Rise over brick

        She'd laid in patterns. Moss
                let it go, let it go
    Turns the bricks green, softening them
           By the gray rocks
           Where hollyhocks
That lofted while she lived, stem by tall stem,
           Blossom with loss.

Another one of these poems, “Summer Kitchen.”

In June’s high light, she stood at the sink

With a glass of wine,

 And listened for the bobolink,

 And crushed garlic in late sunshine.  

I watched her cooking, from my chair.

She pressed her lips 
Together, reached for kitchenware, 

And tasted sauce from her fingertips, 

“It’s ready now. Come on,” she said.

“You light the candle.”  

We ate, and talked, and went to bed, 

And slept. It was a miracle.

“The Wish”

I keep her weary ghost inside me;

‘Oh let me go!’ I hear her crying,

‘Deep in you dark you want to hide me 

And so perpetuate my dying.  

I can’t undo 

The grief that you 

Weep by the stone where I am lying.

Oh let me go.’

By work and women half-distracted, 

I undo the day and sleep at night 

To watch her dying reenacted
When the cold dawn descends like twilight. 

How can I let 

This dream forget?  

Her white withdrawal from my sight, 

and let her go?

Her body as I watch grows smaller;

Her face recedes, her kiss is colder. 

Watching her disappear, I call her, 

‘Come back!’  as I grow old and older,

While somewhere deep 

In the catch of sleep 

I hear her cry, as I reach to hold her, 

‘Oh let me go!’

A poem that I often read toward the end of a reading is “Affirmation.”

To grow old is to lose everything.  

Aging, everybody knows it.  

Even when we are young 

we glimpse it sometimes, and nod our heads 

when a grandfather dies.  

Then we row for years on the midsummer 

pond, ignorant and content.  But a marriage,

that began without harm, shatters 

into debris on the shore, 

and a friend from school drops 

cold on a rocky strand.  

If a new love carries us 

past middle age, our wife will die 

at her strongest and most beautiful.  

New women come and go. All go.  

The pretty lover who announces 

that she is temporary 

is temporary.  The bold woman,

middle aged against our old age, 

sinks under an anxiety she cannot withstand.  

Another friend of decades estranges himself 

in words that pollute thirty years.  

Let us stifle under mud at the pond’s edge 

and affirm that it is fitting 

and delicious to lose everything.

Another more recent poem is called “Secrets.”

You climbed Hawk's Crag, a cellphone in your baggy shorts,

and gazed into the leafing trees and famous blue water.

You telephoned, in love with the skin of the world. I heard you

puff as you started to climb down, still talking, switching

your phone from hand to hand as the stone holds required.

You sang show tunes sitting above me, clicking your fingers,

swaying your shadowy torso. We attended to each other

in a sensuous dazzle as global as suffering

until gradual gathering spilled like water over the stone dam

and we soared level over the long-lived lake.

But how

can one flesh and consciousness adhere to another,

knowing that every adherence ends in separation? I longed

for your return, your face lit by a candle, your smile

private as a kore's under an inconstant flame — and dreamt

I stared into the flat and black of water, afraid to drown.

It is half a year since we slept beside each other all night.

I wake hollow as a thighbone with its marrow picked out.

In falling snow, a crow pecks under the empty birdfeeder.

When the house lights go out in wind and heavy snow,

the afternoon already black, I lie frightened in darkness

on the unsheeted bed. No one comes to my door.

Old age concludes in making wills and trusts and inventories,

in knees that buckle going downstairs. Wretched in airless

solitude, I want to call you,

but if you hear my voice

you will unplug your telephone and lie awake until morning.

I remember you striding toward me, hands in jean pockets,

each step decisive, smiling as if you knew that the cool

air kept a secret, but might be cajoled into revealing it.

Now the poem that Carolyn mentioned, “The Master.”

Where the poet stops, the poem begins.  

The poem asks only that the poet get out of the way.  

The poem empties itself in order to fill itself up.  

The poem is nearest the poet 

when the poet laments that it has vanished forever. 

When the poet disappears, 

the poem becomes visible.  

What may the poem choose best for the poet?  

It will choose that the poet not choose 

for himself. 

Or herself. 

[laughter]

Here’s a poem called “Olives,” and it derives mostly from when I was about 14 and 15 years old and trying to be a poet, but also trying to act the part of a poet from a book.

            ‘Dead people don’t like olives,’

            I told my partners in eighth grade

            dancing class who never listened

            as we foxtrotted, one-two one-two.

            The dead people I often consulted

            nodded their skulls in unison

            while I flung my black velvet cape

            over my shoulders and glowered

            from deep-set, burning eyes,

            walking the city streets, alone at fifteen,

            crazy for cheerleaders and poems.


[laughter]

            At Hamden High football games, girls

            in short pleated skirts

            pranced and kicked, and I longed

            for their memorable thighs.

            They were friendly - Poets were mascots –

            but never listened when I told them

            that dead people didn’t like olives.

[laughter]

            Instead the poet, wearing his cape,

            continued to prowl in solitude

            intoning inscrutable stanzas

            as halfbacks and tackles

            made out, Friday nights after football,

            on sofas in dark-walled rec rooms

            with magnanimous cheerleaders.

            But, decades later, when the dead

            have stopped blathering

            about olives, obese halfbacks wheeze

            upstairs to sleep beside cheerleaders

            waiting for hip replacements,

            while a lascivious, doddering poet,

            his burning eyes deep-set

            in wrinkles, cavorts with their daughters.”

[laughter]

Finally, I’m going to read a poem called “Tennis Ball.”

I parked by the grave in September, under oaks and birches,

and said hello again, and went walking with Gussie

past markers, roses, and the grave with plastic chickens.

(Somebody loved somebody who loved chickens.)

Gus stopped and stared: a woman's long bare legs

stretched up at the edge of the graveyard, a man's body

heaving between them. Gus considered checking them out,

so I clicked my fingers, as softly as I could, to distract him,

and became the unintending source of coitus interruptus.   [laughter]
Walking to the car, I peeked. She was re-starting him, her

head riding up and down. It was a fine day, leaves red,

Gus healthy and gay, refusing to give up his tennis ball.”

[laughter]

Thank you.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


