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[applause]

Librarian of Congress James H. Billington:  

Good evening, one and all.  I’d like to especially recognize and thank Ambassador Sir David Manning for being with us this evening. After this strenuous week just passed, this is a true tribute to poetry and the transatlantic nature of this event to have the much admired and beloved ambassador of the United Kingdom with us this evening, so thank you.

[applause]

It’s a great pleasure to welcome you all here, to the Library of Congress, for this joint reading by sitting United States poet laureate and the sitting British poet laureate.  I’m happy to have -- we’re all happy to have both Donald Hall and Andrew Motion sharing the stage.  This is the first such joint reading ever to take place in Washington, D.C.  The position of poet laureate is an outgrowth -- our very capable researchers here at the Library of Congress informed me of the medieval custom of having versifiers and minstrels in the king’s retinue, and of the later royal patronage of poets such as Chaucer and Spencer.  Ben Jonson seems to have held what amounted to the first laureateship in Britain when James I in 1617 established the office of poet.  But the title laureate, adopted, of course, from the Greek and Roman custom of crowning heroes with a wreath of laurel, was first given to John Dryden in 1670.  

Since then, the post has been held by many distinguished men of letters -- Wordsworth, Alfred Lord Tennyson, more recently, Ted Hughes.  The position in the United States, like most things we do, came along quite a bit later. It has a much shorter history and has existed under two separate titles.  From 1937 to 1986, the post was called consultant of poetry to the Library of Congress, and was held by such distinguished poets as Robert Lowe, Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Frost.  But an act of Congress led to the renaming of the position in 1986 as poet laureate, thereby creating a title that better acknowledges the level of high accomplishment that characterize those who hold the office, and as a tribute to the role of poetry in the shaping of the letters and the imagination of our country.  

Now, unlike the British laureate, who has tenure and writes poems for important state occasions, no such particular duties or longevity is attached to the United States laureateship.  Nevertheless, on occasions such as when we moved the great Lady Liberty from atop the Capitol for repairs, and when she was replaced, Rita Dove felt inspired to write a poem commending that occasion.  

And on the 200 anniversary of the founding -- the first meetings of the Congress of the newly constituted United States -- the then poet laureate, Howard Nemerov, wrote a poem which was read for the celebratory joint session.  And I thought I would read you just a few lines from it, because this is the Library of Congress, and the Congress of the United States has been, perhaps, the greatest single patron of the Library [of Congress] in the history of the world and the creator of the laureateship.  

And so the then poet laureate wrote, I’ve abbreviated this poem, but it was read to the joint session on that occasion.  He said:

Here at the fulcrum of us all, 

the feather of truth against the soul is weighed, 

and had better be found to balance, 

lest our enterprise collapse in silence.  

For here the million varying wills get melted down, 

get hammered out, 

until the movie is reduced to stills that tell us what the law is about.  

It’s a republic, as Franklin said, if you can keep it; 

and we did thus far, 

and hope to keep our quarrel funny and just, 

though with this moral:  

praise without end for the go-ahead zeal of whoever it was that invented the wheel; 

but never a word for the poor soul’s sake that thought ahead and invented the brake. 

[laughter]

So, not without the glory or the particular commission to do so, occasionally poets laureate speak to these occasions.  But the only public requirement is a reading at the beginning of the literary season in the fall, and the final reading or lecture at its conclusion in May.  Tonight’s reading will be Donald Hall’s final Washington event as poet laureate.  American laureates have, in fact, done much to broaden the audience for and visibility of poetry in our society.  They generally participate in our annual, National Book Festival, as Donald Hall has generously and effectively done for the last two years, at that celebration of reading in September that has attracted a hundred thousand spectators over the last few years.  

The -- I seem to be missing my last notes here, but they are essentially to thank John Barr and the Poetry Foundation of Chicago for its sponsorship and its work together with us on this project.  There was a prior reading of these two in Chicago -- there will be another one in London.  It has been a great joy for we who are commissioned by the Congress, and I in particular who have to make that choice.  I have to say that reading poetry -- reading American poetry today, in all its richness, variety, and ability to capture all those secret corners of our national soul and imagination -- it’s been one of the great privileges of being the -- the person who has the responsibility.  

Unlike in Britain where it is a royal prerogative, I as the executor of the Congress have that duty, and it’s -- so it’s a great pleasure to welcome for his last reading here in Washington, our own much beloved and admired man of letters Donald Hall, and of course, to have Andrew Motion here from the laureateship from which we’re all, in many ways, derived both in our poetic sensibilities and our sense of the recognition of poetry.  

So it’s now my pleasure to turn the proceedings over to a man who is imaginatively, from middle-American Chicago, done so much to praise poetry, to exalt it, and to give it a new meaning, vibrancy and recognition in our country, and has been our happy collaborator on this undertaking.  So, Mr. John Barr, the microphone is yours with our thanks, and welcome here to Washington.  

[applause]

John Barr:  

Thank you, Dr. Billington.  I am honored to follow you on this program, and to welcome you all on behalf of the Poetry Foundation of Chicago.  Some of you may know about the Poetry Foundation, others may know less.  The foundation is known for two things, currently.  It is the publisher of “Poetry” magazine, which is the oldest monthly literary magazine in the English-speaking world.  For almost a century -- 95 years and counting, I think -- it has never missed an issue, and the money was not always there for it.  And secondly, it’s had a distinguished record of publishing the great American poets, starting with T.S. Eliot, Pound, Moore, Stevens, Sandburg; often for the first time in print for these poets, they appeared in the pages of “Poetry” magazine.  There’s a second, more recent thing that the Poetry Foundation is known for.  About five years ago it was the recipient of a major financial gift from Miss Ruth Lilly, of the Lilly Pharmaceutical Company.  

For the past three years, the foundation has been hard at work putting that gift to work for the benefit of a more vigorous presence for poetry in our country.  I think that tonight’s program is a great example of the kind of programs that we look forward to collaborating with the Library of Congress on.  You just heard from Dr. Billington a few words about the office of the poet laureate, as it exists in two countries and about the signal importance this recognition confers.  To have both the British and American poets laureate appear together as they do here this evening is indeed historic.  It is also symbolic in a way that is fully intended.  Contemporary British and American poetries, although never wholly out of touch, have not for the past quarter century been the continuous unbroken community of writers and readers that this was a hundred years ago.  The separation, in our view, was in no way born of ill will or neglect.  Rather, it was like two branches of a large family not staying in touch because they got so busy with their own affairs.  We hope that tonight will begin to remedy that.  

“Poetry Across the Atlantic,” which is a program that the Poetry Foundation now has engendered, offers a number of new ways for both sides to meet the relatives.  “Poetry” magazine has made it a priority to bring to its readers British poets and critics, and has done so with a success that credits its traditions of discovery and excellence.  In addition, the Poetry Foundation’s Web site is collaborating with Andrew Motion’s distinguished online poetry archive to supply audio recordings from a list of essential American poets, developed by Donald Hall.  And the foundation has opened some of its most important awards to include British and other non-American writers.  But the high point is tonight, and that is the high point of poetry across the Atlantic. It’s an opportunity to see the renewal of friendship between the two most important poetries in the English language.  

And now, if you’ll join me in welcoming Carolyn Brown, director of the office of Scholarly Programs for the Library of Congress. 

[applause]

Carolyn Brown:  

Well, good evening, and thanks to all of you for coming and joining us for this most exciting evening.  I will -- just a brief-- briefly, in a moment, introduce Donald Hall, who will read first, and then return to introduce Andrew Motion.  I do want to say a few things about the two poets together.  I’m not going to repeat anything that’s in the program, because you can read that for yourself.  But one of the things that’s so striking is that they both do have an Oxford connection, which of course is quite fortuitous.  Donald Hall, after spending -- getting his degree from Harvard, went to Oxford for two years, and earlier this week spoke a lot about those years.  I hope maybe he’ll do that as well this evening.  

Andrew Motion also studied English at Oxford, and several people there had great, great presence understanding the great potential these poets had.  Both of them won, in their respective years, the Newdigate Prize that recognizes the best poem by an Oxford student. Sometimes you feel as if the universe is sending convergences in certain directions.  

Let me then say a bit about Donald Hall.  Donald has had a long and productive career, and has produced, actually, an astonishing range and number of books -- 15 books of poetry, 22 books of prose -- I think that’s 23, he told us this evening he has a new one, just out.  These have included short stories, collections of literary essays, sports journalism--there’s a book on baseball, memoirs, children’s books and plays -- not counting dozens of textbooks and anthologies that he’s edited over the years.  That was my first introduction to his work -- through his textbooks -- and perhaps that for some of you, also.  

He has received a large number of awards and recognitions.  I won’t try to repeat them, but among them I would note the National Book Critic’s Circle Award, the “Los Angeles Times” Book Prize, a Pulitzer Prize nomination, two Guggenheim Fellowships, the Ruth Lilly Prize for Poetry, and various other official accolades.  When the librarian of Congress appointed Donald Hall as poet laureate in June 2006, the former poet laureate, Billy Collins, commented on Hall’s poetry and he said this: “Hall has long been placed in the Frostian tradition of the plain-spoken rural poet.  His reliance on simple, concrete diction and the no-nonsense sequence of the declarative sentence gives his poems steadiness and infuse them with a tone of sincere authority.  It is the kind of simplicity that succeeds in engaging the reader in the first few lines.”  

As I have come to know Donald Hall’s poetry over the course of his laureateship -- it’s one of the pleasures of my tasks here -- I have been greatly struck, also, by the discipline of his craft, even as we are swept along by the depth of his observations, the sensitivity of his reflections, and always the sounds of his language.  We notice the deftness with which he repeatedly delivers surprises that leave us gasping in amazement, when seconds before we almost imagined that we knew where he was going.  I was struck again by the skill of that as I encountered the other day -- not in one of his poems, but in one of his essays -- a first line.  I’m just going to read that.  He said – it’s an essay on poetry and ambition -- “I see no reason to spend your life writing poems, unless your goal is to write great poems.”  Now, there’s, I thought, a plain sentence to kind of knock you off your chair -- a very stunning goal.  Whether Donald Hall has lived up to his own definition of great poems, I can’t say, but I think for many of us, the best of his poems certainly, certainly live up to our notion of what a great poem is.  

So, please welcome the poet laureate consultant of Poetry of the United States [poet laureate consultant on Poetry to the Library of Congress], Donald Hall.

[applause]

Donald Hall:  

Thank you. Thank you, Carolyn, and thank you Library of Congress for this whole year, and especially for tonight. And I thank Poetry Foundation for bringing Andrew Motion and me together here.  England meant a great deal to me --English poetry all my life, of course, but England in particular when I was young.  After my American college I spent two years at Oxford and had a wonderful time there with many young English poets.

  I also won Oxford’s poetry prize, the Newdigate, in 1952, followed in 1975 -- a few years later -- by Andrew Motion’s Newdigate Prize.  It was my first moment of glory, I think.  Maybe my last, but I don’t know --

[laughter]

I hung around with poets living in Oxford at that time; Anthony Saway, Elizabeth Jennings, above all, Geoffrey Hill -- who was my best friend there -- but also -- Tom Gunn over at Cambridge, and we became aware of him through a BBC third program broadcast.  And I met him in Cambridge and got him to come over to Oxford, beginning a friendship that lasted until Tom died.  It was very important to me.  And in my two years there I made so many English friends -- even some who were not poets -- that I took the first opportunity I could to come back to England.  And then some of the Oxford poets had become “BBC Talks” producers, so I talked on the third program and listened to the third program, which was full of poetry at that time.  And at that time English and American poetry were almost one thing across the Atlantic.  In 1957, I put together an anthology with a couple of friends of mine, and it was called “New Poets of England and America.”  We didn’t think of it just American poets at that time, and we were printing poets under 40 of both countries.  

I think it was about equal, but I don’t know if we tried to particularly.  But at that time poets published in both countries, poets in both countries, and it seems to me that we have -- it seems to the Poetry Foundation, as well, that the two poetries have pulled apart for no good reason that I know of. And I’m pleased to take part in this symbolic occasion of bringing them together again. 

 I’m reading tonight from a book from which I read in October, and also I read from it a couple of days ago in Chicago, with Mr. Motion.  But I’m going to read tonight mostly different poems -- poems I did not read in October. And that means I will begin -- I like always to begin with something very early.  And I’m going to begin with something that I wrote when I was in college. I think I was about 20 years old.  I’ll shortly skip ahead by the decades.

[laughter]

This one is called, “Love is Like Sounds.” 

Late snow fell this early morning of spring.

At dawn I rose from bed, restless, and looked

Out of my window, to wonder if there the snow

Fell outside your bedroom, and you watching.

I played my game of solitaire. The cards

Came out the same the third time through the deck.

The game was stuck. I threw the cards together,

And watched the snow that could not do but fall.

Love is like sounds, whose last reverberations

Hang on the leaves of strange trees, on mountains

As distant as the curving of the earth,

Where the snow hangs still in the middle of the air.

I broke up with my girl.  

[laughter]

She was my high school girlfriend until my sophomore year in college.  

I spent all my summers as a child at a farm in New Hampshire that my grandparents owned and farmed, and my grandmother’s parents before her.  And that’s the house where I live now, many years later.  There’s a mountain south of us that dominates the landscape.  It would be a foothill in the west, but it’s a mountain in New Hampshire.  And I wrote a poem at a time when I thought I could never live in this place, called Mt. Kearsarge.

[Mount Kearsarge]

Great blue mountain, ghosts. 

I look at you from the porch of the farmhouse 

where I watched you all summer as a boy. 

Steep sides, narrow flat patch on top. 

You are clear to me, 

like the memory of one day. 

Blue, blue, the top of the mountain floats in haze. 

I will not rock on this porch when I am old. 

I turn my back on you, Kearsarge. 

I close my eyes, and you rise inside me, blue ghost.

Another short, oldish poem is a love poem called “Gold.” 

Pale gold of the walls, gold

of the centers of daisies, yellow roses

pressing from a clear bowl. All day

we lay on the bed, my hand

stroking the deep

gold of your thighs and your back.

We slept and woke

entering the golden room together,

lay down in it breathing 

quickly, then

slowly again,

caressing and dozing, your hand sleepily

touching my hair now.

We made in those days

tiny identical rooms inside our bodies

which the men who uncover our graves 

will find in a thousand years,

shining and whole.

[applause]

In 1975, I moved from Michigan, where I was teaching, to this house in New Hampshire, where I still live.  I moved with my wife, Jane Kenyon, another poet, and we lived by freelancing.  Also, I found myself writing many poems out of the experience of moving out there, and out of my memories from childhood.  This poem that I’m about to read came from a story that a cousin of mine told me there in the house--our first autumn there.  It’s called “Ox-cart 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 deer hide,

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, and sells potatoes 

and the bag that carried potatoes,

flaxseed, 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. 

[applause]

I said I’d moved there, to this house, with my wife Jane Kenyon. And Jane was 19 years younger than me, and we almost didn’t get married because she’d be a widow for so long. But of course, Jane died of leukemia at the age of 47, 12 years ago.  And I wrote many poems during her illness, and many more poems of grief in the years afterwards.  I want to read one of the poems I wrote during her illness, it’s called, “The Ship Pounding.” 

Each morning I made my way

among gangways, elevators,

and nurses’ pods to Jane’s room

to interrogate the grave helpers

who tended her through the night

while the ship’s massive engines

kept its propellers turning.

Week after week, I sat by her bed

with black coffee and the Globe.

The passengers on this voyage

wore masks or cannulae

or dangled devices that dripped

chemicals into their wrists.

I believed that the ship

traveled to a harbor

of breakfast, work, and love.

I wrote: "When the infusions

are infused entirely, bone

marrow restored and lymphoblasts

remitted, I will take my wife,

bald as Michael Jordan,

back to our dog and day." Today,

months later at home, these

words turned up on my desk

as I listened in case Jane called

for help, or spoke in delirium,

ready to make the agitated

drive to Emergency again

for readmission to the huge

vessel that heaves water month

after month, without leaving

port, without moving a knot,

without arrival or destination,

its great engines pounding.

[applause]

A number of, I wrote a book about her illness and death called “Without.”  The next book I wrote afterwards was half poems of grieving.  And that second book I wrote a number of poems in stanza form, in rhyme and meter, which I had not done regularly for a long time.  My first book was entirely metrical, but I came back to it, and I know it was partly because of my extraordinary love for the poetry of Thomas Hardy. And I don’t mean that I could follow his example, but I followed his example to a degree in the stanza forms that I made up for it.  Here’s a poem called “Her Garden,” in which sometimes the syntax of a sentence is interrupted by a refrain, which may make it easier to see than to hear, but I want to read it to you, “Her Garden.”  She was a great gardener.  She died in April, so that -- her garden came up after her death.

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.

One of these poems -- the stanzaic poems -- is called “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.

[applause]

I’m going to read one poem that when I met him in October had not yet gone into print.  I just published it last fall; it’s a poem called “Maples.”  And like most of the work I’ve done in the last few years, it tends to be about old age, or it ends that way, anyway.  

“Maples”

When I visited as a boy, too young for chores,

a pair of maples flared before the farmhouse.

My grandfather made me a swing, dangling

rope from stout branches. I hurtled

between them high as I could, pumping

out half the day while my mind daydreamed

the joy of no school, no camp, no blocks

of other children fighting childhood’s wars.

With the old people I listened to radio news

of Japanese in Nanking, Madrid on fire,

Hitler’s brownshirts heiling. The hurricane

of 1938 ripped down the bigger maple.

Then I was twelve and could work in the fields.

When I moved back to the house in middle age,

I was no farmer.  I was writer and grandfather,

then widower. The solitary maple took the sky,

hurling its orange fire in the late-August air.

Sixty years after the swing, a lofty half-dead tree

drops branches on the grass. I call tree people

to tear out dead limbs for next year’s sake,

fearing the wind and ice storms of winter,

dreading broken trees, and bones, and cities.

[applause]

I’m going to read a little poem that I believe is on the program, and that’s why I’m reading it in particular.  It’s called “Love Poem.”  I started with one, and this is rather different.  

When you fall in love,
you jockey your horse
into the flaming barn.

You hire a cabin
on the shiny Titanic.
You tease the black bear.

Reading the Monitor,
you scan the obituaries
looking for your name.
[laughter]

Finally I’m going to end with a poem that comes from a long time back, but it’s ostensibly about old age, so it’s appropriate.  It’s called “On Reaching the Age of Two Hundred.”

[laughter]

That was last year.

[laughter]

When I awoke on the morning of my two-hundredth birthday, 

I expected to be consulted by supplicants, 

Like the Sibyl at Cumae, I could tell them something.  

Instead, it was the usual thing, dried grapefruit for breakfast, 

Mozart all morning, Mozart all morning, interrupted by bees’ wings, 

And making love with a woman 181 years old.

[laughter]

At my birthday party, I blew out two hundred candles, 

One at a time.  

Taking naps after each 25.

[laughter]

Then I went to bed at 5:30, on the day of my two-hundredth birthday, 

And slept and dreamed of a house no bigger than a flea’s house

With two hundred rooms in it, and in each of the rooms a bed, 

And in each of the two hundred beds, me sleeping.  

[laughter]

Thank you.

[applause]

Thank you.

Carolyn Brown:  

Andrew Motion’s career has been marked similarly, really, by a great variety of literary interests and accomplishments.  He has been, or in some cases, still is, an editor, a professor of creative writing, a fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, author of several acclaimed biographies, many of which have themselves won very significant prizes, even the author of a recent short novel.  And of course, Andrew Motion is a prize-winning poet.  In 1999, he was appointed poet laureate of Great Britain, and just recently the collected poems that he produced in partial fulfillment of the duties of that office were published under the title “Public Property.”  

Even in private conversation, one senses his strong commitment to speak, as he says that poetry does, about the important things in our lives.  The obligation to write poems for official occasions has not, however, inevitably drawn prior British poet laureates into the public sphere in other respects.  Andrew Motion has been unusual in viewing the post as an opportunity to demonstrate the public relevance of poetry.  

He has said, “I see myself as a town crier, a can opener, and a flag-waver for poetry.”  Motion has made it his business to visit schools and colleges, so as to spread interest in poetry among the younger generations.  And in this self-appointed task he has been very enthusiastically received.  But no one should imagine that these public dimensions have overtaken the private sensibilities of the poetic imagination.  

Motion has described the sources of his poetry in these terms: “My poems are the product of a relationship between the side of my mind that is conscious, alert, educated and manipulative; and a side which is as murky as a primeval swamp.  If I try to goad it into existence, I merely engage with one side of my mind or the other, and the poem suffers.” 

 I don’t think any of us really can understand the mystery of how poems come to be.  We’re just grateful that they do come to be, and we are particularly grateful that Andrew Motion has dabbled in alchemy, and has reached into that primeval swamp, pulled up the mud, and turned it into gold.  

Please join me in welcoming Andrew Motion.  

[applause]

Andrew Motion:  

Well, thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen.  It’s very nice to be here.  Well, I have to begin by doing some thanks, too, as Donald did.  I would like to thank the Library of Congress deeply for inviting me, it feels like the most extraordinary honor to be speaking in this building to you, especially in the week that the Queen has been here.

[laughter]

I know she’s been here.  I don’t think she knows I’ve-- I’m here, but --

[laughter]

But it is a wonderful sort of coincidence.  So, thank you very much to the Library of Congress, and to Washington in general.  And of course, thank you very much in particular to the Poetry Foundation.  I mean, this initiative, to be able to speak about the way in which British poetries and American poetries have converged into -- separated from each other over the last few generations is a very worthwhile and important thing to do, I think, partly because -- and this is the most obvious thing to say -- because it creates the opportunity to re-establish connections that have been needlessly, and rather uselessly broken over the last 25 -- maybe even more than 25 years.  

But also, as we regret those severances, to find a way of saying that of course different cultures produce different kinds of poetry. So paradoxically, to be able to celebrate differences as well as seek out connections.  Anyway, however we interpret the opportunity to reach our hands across the ocean towards each other, I am very, very pleased to be part of this.  The Poetry Foundation is an extraordinarily well organized, imaginative organization, and to be blessed by it in this way is great, so thank you.  And particularly, thank you, John.  As part of that, what I want to do at the beginning is to just read one or two poems by people who are not me --

[laughter]

-- to show you what else is-- just give you a little glimpse of what else is going on in England by poets who are younger than me.  And I’m sort of assuming, as I say this, that poets who are older than me, who are writing in an interesting or distinguished way at home do, in some sense, show up on your radar, but -- perhaps some of the people who are younger than me don’t yet, but they will.  So here’s an early glimpse of two or three of them.  

There’s so much to say about the reasons why our poetries have separated from one another in the way that they have, that it’s very tempting not to begin at all.  But I would just like to say that it does have something to do with the way in which American poetry -- and this is of course speaking incredibly crudely about a very complicated process -- the way in which it has something to do with the way that you guys received modernism and embraced it in the way that we received it and didn’t --

[laughter]

-- at least as far as the mainstream is concerned, and it has something to do with audience, as well.  

It has something to do with the way in which so many American poets, embedded within your academies, are encouraged by the support that their academies give to them to write for the constituencies that that academy and its interests chose.  And of course there’s something important and valuable in that, and equally, of course, there’s something limiting about it.  It means that you lose sight of the general reader, whoever that person might be.  

Anyway, all these thoughts and others are behind the reasons for my choosing these particular poems, which are more formal than not, and pitched towards a general audience in a way that I -- I have to say I thoroughly approve of.  And the first one is by a youngish Scottish poet called Don Paterson.  This is a poem I read in Chicago, so I sort of apologize, and sort of don’t repent at all for repeating it in the ears of those who were there in Chicago a couple of days ago.  

[laughter]

It’s a poem that Don Paterson wrote for his young son, whose name is Russell, as the title of this sonnet tells us.  It’s called “Waking With Russell.”

Whatever the difference is, it all began

the day we woke up face-to-face like lovers

and his four-day-old smile dawned on him again,

possessed him, till it would not fall or waver;

and I pitched back not my old hard-pressed grin

but his own smile, or one I’d rediscovered.

Dear son, I was mezzo del’cammin
and the true path was as lost to me as ever

when you cut in front and lit it as you ran.

See how the true gift never leaves the giver:

returned and redelivered, it rolled on

until the smile poured through us like a river.

How fine, I thought, this waking amongst men!

I kissed your mouth and pledged myself forever. 

[applause]

Well, thank you for that.  I’ll tell him.

[laughter]

This is a poem -- this next poem by a woman of my sort of age, called Jo Shapcott, whom I teach with.  This isn’t the reason I’m reading it; it’s a poem I’ve admired for years, ever since I first came across it.  Jo Shapcott and I run the creative writing program at Royal Holloway, which is part of the University of London, where I should be now.  It’s called “Phrasebook,” and it takes, as you’ll immediately hear, phrases from the kind of phrasebook that you come across when you’re living in a country that isn’t your own, or visiting a country that isn’t your own, and strings them together to make an account of the experience of being in a place that isn’t precisely your own, and yet is recognizable.  

I could go on, but you’ll get the -- 

[laughter]

-- you’ll get the hang of it.  She doesn’t know I’m doing this, but I will tell her about it when I get back.  So, this poem is called “Phrasebook,” and her name is Jo Shapcott.

I’m standing here inside my skin, 

which will do for a Human Remains pouch 

for the moment. Look down there (up here). 

Quickly. Slowly. This is my own front room 

where I’m lost in the action, live from a war,

on screen. I am an Englishwoman, I don’t understand you.  

What’s the matter? You are right. You are wrong.  

Things are going well (badly). Am I disturbing you?  

TV is showing bliss as taught to pilots:  

Blend, Low silhouette, Irregular shape, Small,

Secluded. (Please write it down.  Please speak slowly.)  

Bliss is how it was in this very room

when I raised my body to his mouth,

when he even balanced me in the air, 

or at least I thought so and yes the pilots say 

yes they have caught it through the Side-Looking 

Airborne Radar and through the J-Stars.  

I am expecting a gentleman (a young gentleman,  

two gentlemen, some gentlemen). Please send him

(them) up at once. This is really beautiful.  

Yes, they have seen us, the pilots, in the Kill Box

on their screens, and played the routine for 

getting us Stealthed, that is Cleansed, to you and me, 

Taken Out. They know how to move into a single room 

like that, to send in with Pinpoint Accuracy, a hundred Harms.  

I have two cases and a cardboard box. There is another 

bag here, I cannot open my case - look out,

the lock is broken. Have I done enough?  

Bliss, the pilots say, is for evasion 

and escape. What’s love in all this debris?  

Just one person pounding another into dust, 

into dust. I do not know the word for it yet.  

Where is the British Consulate? Please explain.  

What does it mean? What must I do? Where 

can I find? What have I done? I have done 

nothing. Let me pass, please. I am an Englishwoman.  

[laughter]

applause]

It’s a terrible mistake reading all these good poems before I get to my own.  

[laughter]

And to make matters worse, I’m going to read another one.  And this is by a young poet called Simon Armitage, whom some of you may have come across already.  Actually, I’m torn.  I’ve got two poems of his on the -- I’m gonna read the shorter one, because time’s running on.  And this is one that I also read in Chicago; it’s a poem called “Poem,” and it’s another sonnet.  A lot of Simon Armitage’s poems have this sort of chanting, quick fire rhythm, and this is one of them, as you’ll hear.

And if it snowed and snow covered the drive

he took a spade and tossed it to one side.

And always tucked his daughter up at night.

And slippered her the one time that she lied.

And every week he tipped up half his wage.

And what he didn't spend each week he saved.

And praised his wife for every meal she made.

And once, for laughing, punched her in the face.

And for his mum he hired a private nurse.

And every Sunday taxied her to church.

And he blubbed when she went from bad to worse.

And twice he lifted ten quid from her purse.

Here's how they rated him when they looked back:

sometimes he did this, sometimes he did that.

[laughter]

[applause]

Well, never appear with children or animals, or children or animals or other poets, I think.  I’ll just end by reading two or three poems of my own.  Like Donald, I’d like to begin by reading a poem that I wrote a long time ago, or a long time to me, anyway.  I wrote this poem when I was about 20, after I’d been abroad for the second time in my life, to Amsterdam, where I went to look at some pictures.  Every time I say that in public, there’s a ripple of disbelief, but really, I did go and look at some pictures.  And while I was there I went to Anne Frank’s house, and felt, as I went around it, as everybody here -- and many of you will have done this yourselves -- felt extremely moved by it.  

Not so much by the sense that here was -- in fact, not at all by the sense that here was somebody growing up expecting to be remembered in the way that she has been remembered, and -- how could she have done that?  But, somebody who wanted to be ordinary and have the wonderfulness of ordinary life.  And this is represented in a sort of symbolic way for us who come after her, as we go around the house, by looking at the evidence of her presence in the apartment that she hid in from the Nazis after the invasion of the low countries during the last war, which is to say that they preserved there on the walls the bits and pieces that she cut out from magazines and newspapers, pictures of film stars, and indeed a picture of Princess Elizabeth as she then was.  

“Anne Frank Huis”

Even now, after twice her lifetime of grief 

and anger in the very place, whoever comes

to climb these narrow stairs, discovers how

the bookcase slides aside, then walks through

shadow into sunlit rooms, can never help

but break her secrecy again.  Just listening

is a kind of guilt: the Westerkerk repeats

itself outside, as if all time worked round

towards her fear, and made each stroke

die down on guarded streets.  Imagine it -

Three years of whispering and loneliness

and plotting, day by day, the Allied line

in Europe with a yellow chalk.  What hope

she had for ordinary love and interest

survives her here, displayed above the bed

as pictures of her family; some actors;

fashions chosen by Princess Elizabeth.

And those who stoop to see them find

not only patience missing its reward,

but one enduring wish for chances

like my own:  to leave as simply

as I do, and walk at ease 

up dusty tree-lined avenues, or watch

a silent barge come clear of bridges

settling their reflections in the blue canal.

Well, I’d like to read a poem which has a rather curious title.  It’s called “The Fox Provides for Himself.” In the book of Job, a deeply mysterious book in the Bible, a lot of which is completely incomprehensible to me, as it must have been pretty incomprehensible to Job when it was happening to him.  

[laughter]

There is a passage where it says, “The fox provides for himself, but the lion speaks only to God,” and this clearly has something to do with the kind of wonderful lion-ness of lions, but also something wonderful to do with the bloody-minded independent spiritedness of foxes.  I live in Camden, in North London, and like most people who live in London who have any kind of garden at all, I have foxes there at the bottom of my garden. 

And these foxes there are unbelievably bold now, and just stare at me through the long French window that I have in my sitting room, thinking that I’m the interloper.  Well, maybe they’re right.  Anyway, I wrote this poem, not in this garden, but in the garden of a house I used to live in some years ago, where there was another fox, and this is it.  I’d just like to say, because you won’t pick it up, this poem has an incredibly ingenious rhyme scheme. 

[laughter]

I don’t doubt your intelligence about it; it’s just that it’s rather carefully concealed.  

[laughter]

“The Fox Provides for Himself”

It could have been an afternoon at the end of our lives

The children gone, the house quiet, and time our own.

Without a word, we stole to the window looking down

Weak winter sunlight sank through the beech tree next door

Skimming the top of our dividing wall,

Skimming a primrose stain, surprisingly far into our own patch.

Earlier that same year, we had laid new grass

And the squares of earth underneath it all

Still showed like the pavement of an abandoned town

Though the grass itself had done well

And from that angle, looked white as the breeze admired it

While we simply went on standing there, holding hands now

Trying to drown the faint dynamo hum of London and lift off into nowhere.

Maybe we did drift a little

At any rate, something changed

A shadow worked itself loose at the edge of our world

Not a shadow, a fox.  

We saw it droop over the neighboring wall

And step, using the sun as a plank of solid wood

Down through the air, until landing on all fours, 

It rolled sideways, this was no stumble,

And stretched out, owning the place.

Big for a fox, I thought, but said nothing, holding my breath

The sun burning so far into his coat, each bristle stood distinct

Ginger everywhere, but in fact red rising through brown

To black, to gray at the tip, like bare plant stalks dying

Towards the light, but of course soft

So I knew my hand would come away warm if I touched,

And smelling of garlic.

First he lay there, checking the silent earth with one ear

But soon the music started and he was up

A puppet living a secret life, stiff-spined, but getting the hang of it

Imitating all that he’d seen real foxes do and not been able

Examining leaves, staring at flowers, then deciding to stop that.

There was no danger here, only pleasure

And to prove it, he must fold his dainty front paws, 

Stick his ramrod brush in the air, 

angle his plow-shaped mast to the grass,

keep his back legs normal, and shunt himself

slowly forward inch by inch, left cheek, then right

then left, then right again, 

smearing his mouth so far open I saw the pegs of his teeth.  

The pink inside the gums flecked with black

Before he tired of that, too.  And found 

under our laurel bush the children’s football, 

a sorry pink and blue punctured thing 

which must be killed now, now.  

And in one particular way by flicking it sharply into the air, 

and as it fell, butting it almost too far to reach, 

but hoisting it back on invisible string, 

bringing death down in a frenzy of grins and delirious yaps.  

After that, silence again.

When I returned to myself, the fox was upright

His coat convulsed in an allover shrug, as if it were new

And not fitting, like a dog, when it jumps 

out of water and stands legs braced in a halo of dew 

before trotting off in a hurry once more, 

Which soon he did, back to the neighbor’s wall.  

And as he leapt, he seemed to hang on the bricks, 

Slackened to show his skeleton must have somehow slipped 

from his body.  Or so I thought,

Watching the breeze reopen his fur 

and waiting to see how he dropped.

Hardly a fox now, more like a trickle of rust.

My hand, still holding your hand as he went,

Then letting go.

[applause]

Well, thank you.  I’ll just end by reading a poem about my dad, who died a year ago, almost exactly.  When we buried him, as you do, we buried him with bits and pieces that we thought that he would like to go with in a kind of heroic way. But, the more I thought about it afterwards, the more I thought that, actually, I’d like to put almost everything that I associated in there with him.  So, this is my sort of fantasy doing of that.  It’s called “A Wish List,” this poem, and it is a list;  it’s a list of things that I would like to have buried with him.  

And in the process, what I tried to do is write a kind of miniature biography of him, because all these things have particular associations, as you will, here.  And I think it’s pretty straightforward.  Except, because it’s America, and not England, I should perhaps tell you that there is an early morning news program on the radio, on the intelligent radio, called “The Today Program,” which tells you what’s going on, which my dad was very keen to listen to, because it always used to make him lose his temper and energize his day.

[laughter]

And my eldest child is called Jesse, and he gets a name check in the early part of this poem.  Otherwise, it’s all straightforward.  

“The Wish List”

You also took these with you underground:

Your check viola shirt, your regimental tie,

A too-late letter from your grandson, Jesse Mo,

Your book of common prayer.

But budge up now, make room for these things too,

The china hair I lifted from your bedside table

Years ago and kept to prove I loved you

Like a child.  

Your father’s bone-backed

Hairbrushes, worn down to fuzz.

The gilt Saint Christopher you carried 

Through the war, your army pack for 

D-Day, with its German phrasebook

And a map of Normandy

Your snaps of Berlin station, with the roof blown off.

Mum’s wedding ring, the yellow dress she wore on honeymoon,

Your city suit, your bowler hat, your brolly, furled and dusted

With dry specks of rain.

Your season ticket for the London train

Your pen

Your leaving portrait with the twisting hands

Your hunting briefs, your crop

The damaged cap, a swallow bulls eyed in the stable yard

Your box of fishing flies, your rod and net

Your waders hanging in the garage, upside down

Your cardigan, with pockets bulged like fists

Your specs, your blotter scarred with hieroglyphs

Your Bensons, and your TV Guide
Your Telegraph, your diary, with its pale blue, empty pages

Your appointment card

Your vase of floppy roses, kick bought from the garden

Your electric bell, your stone cold tea, your straw

Your cardboard bowl, your Kleenex box

Your pack of Handi Wipes 

Your radio, still cranking out “Today.”

Your dying word,

Which, though I held my breath,

I never heard.

Thank you.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


