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Librarian of Congress James H. Billington:

-- my pleasure and privilege as Librarian of Congress to be here in the first place -- in this tent so beautifully organized and plotted over by Dana Gioia, our outstanding chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts -- to introduce the man I had the privilege of naming the 14th poet laureate consultant in poetry at the Library of Congress just this past June.  Donald Hall well deserved this honor; his assignment as the nation’s official advocate for and practitioner of poetry.  He’s a productive man of letters; he’s written 21 books of prose, 15 books of poetry, including his most recent, “White Apples and the Taste of Stone,” published by Houghton Mifflin.
He started writing poetry at the age of 12, and at age 16 published his first work; the same year that he attended the prestigious Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference in Vermont.  He attended Harvard University, where he graduated with a degree in literature in 1951, went on to do graduate work at Oxford and also studied writing at Stanford.  In 1957, at age 29, he started teaching at the University of Michigan.  And in 1975 he left Ann Arbor and a tenured professorship to move with his new wife, Jane Kenyon, to his ancestral farmhouse in New Hampshire. 

The house was built in 1865 by Donald’s great-grandfather, and has stayed in the family ever since.  There, in the quiet rural setting of Eagle Pond Farm, he focused on writing and his career flourished.  His wife Jane, a former student of Donald’s at Michigan, also devoted herself to writing.  Each morning they would awake, go off to opposite ends of the house and write.  Jane, too, evolved into an accomplished poet.  In 1995, at the age of 47, Jane tragically died of leukemia and Donald wrote extensively and movingly of his mourning and loss.  Although he’s well known as an elegiac poet, Donald Hall’s work is diverse.  He writes about nature, New England landscape, love and also baseball and the Boston Red Sox.  Sorry it hasn’t always prevailed, but the curse was lifted under his poetic inspiration, I’m sure. 

[applause]

His beautiful poetry displays a fondness for storytelling and wit.  His work is distinctly American.  It’s always conveyed with passion.  And for his poetry he’s received the Lenore Marshall Nation Award, the National Book Critics Circle Award, the “Los Angeles Time” Book Award,  the Ruth Lilly Prize for Poetry.  His children’s book, “The Ox-Cart Man,” received the Caldecott Medal.  Ladies and gentlemen, it’s a real pleasure to present a great American poet in the Frostian tradition from that great farm, his ancestral origins in New Hampshire.  Ladies and gentlemen, the poet laureate of the United States, Donald Hall.

[applause]

Donald Hall:

I’m going to begin [inaudible] it’s noontime by reading one of the older poems in this collection of mine; something I wrote [inaudible] 19 years old.  It’s 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.

The next poem I’ll read is a poem that I wrote a hundred years later when my father died.  My father died young; he was 52.  He died on December 22, and was buried on Christmas Eve in the town where he was born and grew up.  It’s called “Christmas Eve in Whitneyville.”


December, and the closing of the year;


The momentary carolers complete


Their Christmas Eves, and quickly disappear


Into their houses on each lighted street.


Each car is put away in each garage;


Each husband home from work, to celebrate,


Has closed his house around him like a cage,


And wedged the tree until the tree stood straight.


Tonight you lie in Whitneyville again,


Near where you lived, and near the woods or farms


Which Eli Whitney settled with the men


Who worked at mass-producing firearms.


The main street, which was nothing after all


Except a school, a stable, and two stores,


Was improvised and individual,


Picking its way alone, among the wars.


Now Whitneyville is like the other places,


Ranch houses stretching flat beyond the square,


Same stores and movie, same composite faces


Speaking the language of the public air.


Old houses of brown shingle still surround


This graveyard where you wept when you were ten


And helped to set a coffin in the ground.


You left a friend from school behind you then,


And now return, a man of fifty-two.


Talk to the boy. Tell him about the years


When Whitneyville quadrupled, and how you


And all his friends went on to make careers,


Had cars as long as hayracks, boarded planes


For Rome or Paris where the pace was slow


And took the time to think how yearly gains,


Profit and volume made the business grow.


“The things I had to miss,” you said last week,


“Or thought I had to, take my breath away.”


You propped yourself on pillows, where your cheek


Was hollow, stubbled lightly with new gray.


This love is jail; another sets us free.


Tonight the houses and their noise distort


The thin rewards of solidarity.


The houses lean together for support.


The noises fail, and lights go on upstairs.


The men and women are undressing now


To go to sleep.  They put their clothes on chairs


To take them up again. I think of how,


All over Whitneyville, when midnight comes,


They lie together and are quieted,


To sleep as children sleep, who suck their thumbs,


Cramped in the narrow rumple of each bed.


They will not have unpleasant thoughts tonight.


They make their house jails, and they will take


No risk of freedom for the appetite,


Or knowledge of it, when they are awake.


The lights go out and it is Christmas Day.


The stones are white, the grass is black and deep.


I will go back and leave you here to stay


Where the dark houses harden into sleep.

[applause]

Those two poems were both written in iambic and rhymed, and I did that a great deal in my earlier life as a poet.  Most of my life I’ve written in varieties of free verse, and for several poems now I will read you samples of that.  This is a poem that’s memorable to me because when I began writing it I had absolutely no idea what the hell I was talking about. 

[laughter]

And earlier I had sort of demanded that I knew, and was [unintelligible] trying something I had in my mind ahead of time; the tempo of these poems, written in a rational manner, only succeeded when I was really writing about something I didn’t recognize.  But finally I was willing to let go and write straight from wherever [unintelligible].  And this is 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.

Another poem, again a bit later, is a poem called “The Man in the Dead Machine.”  And in the second line I named the dead machine.  It’s a Grumman Hellcat, a fighter plane that flew on the American side in the Pacific war.  

 “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 the black case, and sit

upright, held

by the firm webbing. 

[applause]

The title poem of this book, “White Apples and the Taste of Stone,” comes from another short poem that I wrote after my father died; another much shorter poem.  It’s called, simply, “White Apples.”



when my father had been dead a week


I woke


with his voice in my ear




I sat up in bed


and held my breath


and stared at the pale closed door


white apples and the taste of stone


if he called again


I would put on my coat and galoshes 

This story happened, as I told it, in a dream I had a week or so after my father died.  And I wrote it as a plain story, the surrounding story of this poem.  But it was always flat, and I kept it around and I kept fiddling with it for years and years.  And one day, after I had not looked at it for a month or so, the line “white apples and the taste of stone” came floating into my head, and it had a little tag attached to it; that it belonged to this poem, and so it did.  Not syntactically; it doesn’t belong syntactically.  About two-thirds of the way through the poem there is this line which I think gathers the feeling of the poem in a way that the story by itself did not.  And so I finally had that poem; I think it was something like 17 years after I first tried to write it. 

I’m going to read a little poem that happened after Jane Kenyon and I moved from Ann Arbor, where I was teaching [coughs] excuse me, to the farm in New Hampshire where we lived, where I still live. It’s called “Old Roses.”


White roses, tiny and old, flare among thorns


by the barn door.

                       
            For a hundred years


under the June elm, under the gaze


of seven generations,

                             

  they lived briefly


like this, in the month of roses,

                                         

   by the fields


stout with corn, or with clover and timothy


making thick hay,

                        
      grown over, now,


with milkweed, sumac, paintbrush.

                                             
           Old


roses survive


winter drifts, the melt in April, August


parch,

         

and men and women


who sniffed roses in spring and called them pretty


as we call them now,

                             
            walking beside the barn


on a day that perishes.

[applause]

I’ve been reading now for about half an hour, and then Jeffrey Round  is going to join me here and ask me questions, and we’ll do a little interview together.  I’d going to read another New Hampshire poem before I come to an end with this portion of the program.  This one is called “Names of Horses.”  I came to the farm in New Hampshire with my grandparents when I was a child, during the summer, and in the morning I would work on writing poems and in the afternoon I would go haying with my grandfather.  It was a farm without a tractor, without a car, with one old horse.  That’s the source of the main muscle. 

 “Names of Horses”

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 
a leather quartertop buggy, and grazed in the sound of hymns. 
Generation on generation, your neck rubbed the window sill 
of the stall, smoothing the wood as the sea smooths 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. 

 [applause]

After my wife Jane died, I wrote nothing for about a year and a half except in connection with her death, and I’ll read a little from that.  I will read the title poem of the volume which was entirely about her death.  It is called “Without.”

we lived in a small island stone nation

without color under gray clouds and wind

distant the unlimited ocean acute

lymphoblastic leukemia without seagulls

or palm trees without vegetation

or animal life only barnacles and lead

colored moss that darkened when months did

hours days weeks months days weeks days hours

the year endured without punctuation

february without ice winter sleet

snow melted recovered but nothing

without thaw although cold streams hurtled

no snowdrop or crocus rose no yellow

no red leaves of maple without October

no spring no summer no autumn no winter

no rain no peony thunder no woodthrush

the book was a thousand pages without commas

without mice oak leaves windstorms

no castles no plazas no flags no parrots

without carnival or the procession of relics

intolerable without brackets or colons

silence without color sound without smell

without apples without pork to rupture gnash

unpunctuated without churches uninterrupted

no orioles ginger noses no opera no

without fingers daffodils cheekbones

the body was a nation a tribe dug into stone

assaulted white blood broken to shards

provinces invaded bombed shot shelled

artillery sniper fire helicopter gunship

grenade burning murder landmine starvation

the ceasefire lasted forty-eight hours

then a shell exploded in a market

pain vomit neuropathy morphine nightmare

confusion the rack terror the vise

vincristine ara-c cytoxan vp-16

loss of memory loss of language losses

pneumocystis carinii pneumonia bactrim

foamless unmitigated sea without sea

delirium whipmarks of petechiae

multiple blisters of herpes zoster

and how are you doing today I am doing

one afternoon say the sun came out

moss took on greenishness leaves fell

the market opened a loaf of bread a sparrow

a bony dog wandered back sniffing a lath

it might be possible to take up a pencil

unwritten stanzas taken up and touched

beautiful terrible sentences unuttered 

the sea unrelenting wave gray the sea

flotsam without islands broken crates

block after block the same house the mall

no cathedral no hobo jungle the same women

and men they long to drink hayfields no

without dog or semicolon or village square

without monkey or lily without garlic
[applause]

I’ll end by reading two modern [unintelligible] before my talk with Jeffrey, by reading two late poems.  One is called “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, scatters 

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.

[applause]

Finally for this portion, I’ll read a poem that has a little to do with Jane’s death, but only a little. It’s 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. 


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.”

[applause]

Jeffrey?  Hello again.

Jeffrey Round:

Hi.  Hello.  Can everyone hear this microphone?  Well, I had the great pleasure to visit with Mr. Hall at his home in New Hampshire earlier this week, to talk to him for an interview for the “NewsHour with Jim Lehrer,” where I work.  And that will be on the program probably the week after next, so -- you should watch every night --

[laughter]

-- anyway, but you can watch especially for that one.  All poetry lovers should watch for that one.  I want to thank Dana Gioia and Dr. Billington for asking me to do this; we have about 15 minutes or so.  The idea is for us to continue a bit the conversation that we had.  I have to tell you just before we start that Dr. Billington wasn't joking about the role of the Boston Red Sox in this man's life.  And I'm from Boston myself, so as soon as we got together it was hard to really focus on the matter at hand, which is poetry of course, instead of talking about what happened to the pitching rotation for the Red Sox this year.

Donald Hall:

It was equally elegiac.

[laughter]

Jeffrey Round:

The thing that I guess I got to see firsthand that you hear in the poetry was the place.  I mean, there is such a sense of place in your poetry, so I thought I would ask you first about the role it has played; the decision to go back to New Hampshire and settle in a place, and what that meant to you?

Donald Hall:

I had always loved this place so much, and when I was in college and abroad at Oxford I thought about it all the time.  And I began a prose book about the place when I was in England; a book that came out called “String Too Short to Be Saved.”  And I went back to Cambridge, and after the farm I went, then, to Michigan, where I taught for a number of years.  And frequently I wrote out of memory of this place, knowing that I could never possibly live there.  I could not make a living.  Then when we decided to go back I thought, “Well, I've lost my subject.  While I'm there, naturally I won’t write any more about the place; it's just in absence and memory that I write.” 

Ho ho ho. [laughter] I go back there, and for a year I wrote with the memory quadrupled and deepened.  And that's the year when “Names of Horses” got written, and numerous other poems.  And I still write about the place from time to time; now from the perspective of old age, having spent my early youth there in the summers.

Jeffrey Round:

Do you ever think back about sort of alternative life; of what would have happened to your poetry if you had not moved back to the place?

Donald Hall:

I cannot imagine.  When my selected poems came out -- people who like to edit think that it took a turn for the better, I took a turn for the better when I left the academy and went there and just wrote all the time, and I think so too.  Not that that was my only subject; I had the great, horrible subject of Jane's death lying ahead of me.  But what I would have done if I'd stayed in the academy until my normal retirement age -- I quit when I was 46, rather than being retired when I was 69.  I cannot imagine that I would have written poems -- well, to be frank -- as good as the ones I wrote when I lived there.  If they're good, they're better than they would have been otherwise, I’m sure.

Jeffrey Round:

One of the things you told me was that as you grew older your poetry became more personal and you were less afraid of exposing yourself.  Were you afraid, as a young poet, to expose yourself?

Donald Hall:

I think I was, in fact, as a young boy.  I wrote very decorative verses often, and not such personal expressions.  The progress of my writing, both in prose and in poetry, has been a progress of gradual nakedness.  What that has to do with living at the farm, I'm not sure.  Jane and I loved our silence and solitude.  And of course, since her departure the silence has grown deeper, and the solitude more profound; something, perhaps, to do with being alone, and cultivating that separateness and aloneness.  I’ve spun myself more into the open, in terms of my life.

Jeffrey Round:

Male Speaker: I guess the other thing that becomes clear, in hearing you read, is your love for the sounds of words; not just the meaning, but the sound.

Donald Hall:

First the sounds, then the meaning.

Jeffrey Round:

Tell us, where does that come from?

Donald Hall:

The first poet I loved when I was 12 years old, whom I no longer love, was Edgar Allan Poe, who certainly put the sound of things before anything else.  And I don't pretend to write the way he wrote, but I did -- at the beginning, when I was 12 years old -- try to write the way he wrote.  The sound of poetry was my doorway into it.  And when I found modern poets, finally, when I was 14, it was poets of sound whom I worshipped.  In particular, H.D. -- the poet Hilda Doolittle -- made beautiful sounds.  Ezra Pound [unintelligible]; Wallace Stevens with his wonderful metrics.  I loved poetry first for how it tasted in my mouth.  

I claim I read poems not with my eyes and not with my ears, but with my mouth.  I don't read aloud while I'm reading for the sound of it, but I hear every word in my head.  And that's the entryway, and that's not the only thing about poetry; by means of the beauty of the sound of poetry and the beauty of the symmetry and the appropriateness of its metaphor, the [unintelligible] is also to express feeling and to express the great multiplicity of feeling, so that you're not only a pretty picture, but something which represents that multiple urge of feeling that fills the human soul.

Jeffrey Round:

Of course, the other thing you told me about Edgar Allan Poe was you aspired to his persona; the obsessive, mad -- at, was it 14, you wanted to grow up to be an obsessive, mad poet?

Donald Hall:

I wanted to be one at 14.

[laughter]

I thought it would make me attractive to the cheerleaders.

[laughter]

Jeffrey Round:

And?

Donald Hall:

But it didn't.

[laughter]

It worked better later in life.

[laughter]

Jeffrey Round:

Should I follow up on that?

Donald Hall: 

I think we should come to the end of that question.

[laughter]

Jeffrey Round:

When you read “White Apples” you were talking about how the line drifted in -- I think you said 17 -- years after you had started.  Is that normal?

Donald Hall:

It's not normal.  It's exceptional, but it happens; that's not the only time it's ever happened.  I read a poem called “The Man in the Dead Machine;” that was a poem that I liked the best, of my own, for about 15 years or so.  But 10 years into it I suddenly changed something, and it was a radical change.  And at the end, if you remember that, it has third person.  A skeleton is in the cockpit.  And the original went on to say “Save the shrapnel missed him/he flew back to the carrier.”  And suddenly, after 10 years of reading it aloud a hundred times a year I changed the “he” to an “I” and really improved [unintelligible] finally completed the poem 10 years after writing it.

Jeffrey Round:

And is there a moment when you know it's done?

Donald Hall:

There are many moments when I know it's done, and there are many moments where I was wrong.

[laughter]

I think, “I've got it now, I've got it now,” and then a week later I see something long ago I cut. I love revising --  I don't love writing first drafts because they’re all so horrible, but later on when I've been moving to the stage where I’m changing a line break a little bit or [unintelligible] altering punctuation or finding one new word that goes with another word in the poem; that is deeply satisfying.

Jeffrey Round:

Now, you wrote those very powerful poems about the sickness and death of your wife, Jane Kenyon, because that's what you do?

Donald Hall:

Because that's what I do; something extraordinary happens in my life, or a curse in my life, and I must write about it.  And of course, this above all things in my life; the relatively young death of my wife after 23 years of marriage.  I had no choice but to write about it.  But it's also true that I was living a life of misery; not of depression, but just of misery and pure grief in the first year or so.  But there was one time during the day when I felt something like happiness, and that is when I was writing the poems to her, I was addressing letters to her.  I was addressing letters to her, and I was revising these letters day after day after day.  And during those times of the day I felt almost in connection with her, and totally involved in the messages I was sending to her.  And I felt happy.  I felt happy for as much as two hours a day, writing those poems.

Jeffrey Round:

So, even though they were so personal and raw and painful, did you censor yourself in any way, in the revisions, or was it a different process from other poetry?

Donald Hall:

It was a different process in how I took to it.  I've always shown poetry to friends so that they point out some of my most ridiculous errors.  But “Without” -- when I had finished the draft of the book I sent it to 10 different people, and all of them wrote back at great length and made suggestions. And I worked another six months and sent it to 10 different people -- most of them poets, but others just very good readers of poetry; people who had not seen it before, so they could not be corrupted in the first version [unintelligible] earlier version.  

And again I got a lot more comments.  And then I worked another six months or so, and I sent the nearly final draft to 10 people, chosen from among the first 20.  And they saved me from many moments where emotion tripped over into sentimentality, and they saved me from many moments of the purely commonplace. Oh, I remember I had passed a dog wagging its tail [unintelligible] waving that tail.  Even on that level, small level, I got a lot of help from my friends.

Jeffrey Round:

Let me -- in our last few minutes -- just bring us up to date here. You’ve accepted the position of poet laureate.  Why, and what would you like to do with it?

Donald Hall:

What I would like to do with it is now many separate things -- not all of which I will be able to do, but some of them are under conversation.  Just the day before yesterday I talked with Bob Edwards on satellite radio, and I wonder if more could be done that way. I won’t give more examples because they’re all tentative.  I want to promote poetry, and to use my own brief tenure of this role as a help to the promotion of poetry.  

Male Speaker:

Does poetry need promoting?  We were talking the other day -- and you’re an optimist about the role of poetry --

Donald Hall:

I am.

Jeffrey Round:

in our society.

Donald Hall:

Yes I am.  I remember, when I was a committed poet in my 20s, if a well-known poet published a volume of poetry it was a thousand copies.  Or in the case of [unintelligible], at one point 750 copies were printed with the notion that that is all that would sell.  And many times it was all that they would sell.  And now a poet of a similar position, many years later, will be published in a first printing of 8,000 or even 10,000 copies.  That’s an extraordinary growth in the audience.  It’s not the only growth; the greatest growth has been the growth of poetry readings.  Back when I was a kid they were very few.  Robert Frost did a good many, but no other poets did.  Look at the biographies of Wallace Stevens or Mary Ann Moore or William Carlos Williams, and the numbers of readings they did were miniscule.  If they were alive today they’d be asked to read three times a day. 

Jeffrey Round:

Some of these people are people that you knew.  You were telling me some wonderful stories about meeting with T.S. Eliot.

Donald Hall:

I can tell that one again if you’d like [laughs]. I met Eliot briefly at college, and then he asked me to come see him at his office in his publisher’s house in London, before I went up to Oxford.  So I fed him some poems which he’d asked me to do, and made an appointment with him [unintelligible] around at three o’clock one afternoon, which is the hour before they all took tea together.  And I met him.  And I was so impressed by meeting T.S. Eliot that I was totally impossible; I was sickenly groveling and overly respectful.  But he was kind.  He knew what I was going through, and he just talked with me. 

I remember that we talked about our generations, his and mine.  I was 22 years old; I didn’t have a generation.  But at the end, about 4 o’clock, he pushed his chair back, which told me it was time to leave [unintelligible] ready to go, so I did.  And we stood in the doorway, and he said -- more or less -- “Let me see; 40 years ago I was going from Harvard to Oxford.  Now you are going from Harvard to Oxford.  What advice may I give you?”  And then he paused a comedian’s exact number of milliseconds and said, “Have you any long underwear?”

[laughter]

I didn’t even know it was funny for about six months [inaudible]. 

[laughter]

On the way back to the hotel I bought some long underwear; T.S. Eliot memorial underwear. 

[laughter]

Anyway, thank you very much.

Jeffrey Round:

Well, one of the things that you’ve done for poetry is to look back to that generation.  But I know that you also pay great attention to younger folks.

Donald Hall:

I try to.

Jeffrey Round:

And what do you see?  

Donald Hall:

I see a lot of good poetry.  And I see, at any point in history, the majority of poetry published is not good.  So when someone announces that in 2006 most poetry is not good enough, they’re just saying the commonplace; it always isn’t.  But I see a good many things that I’m interested in and want to follow up.  I want to live long enough to follow the careers of the poets. 

Jeffrey Round:

One of the things you wrote about your working life is you said, “Contentment is work so engrossing that you do not know that you are working.”  By that definition, have you worked a day in your life? 

Donald Hall:

I have worked a day in my life, by that definition, thank goodness.  That can be true writing prose as well as writing poetry. 

Male Speaker:

But it looks like you have enjoyed your life in poetry and in letters.

Donald Hall: 

I have ultimately.  I’ve had the frustrations that everybody has of not being able to be good enough; having to abandon something when you had high hopes for it.  But I have written enough and I’ve written frequently enough, and I’ve written different genres enough so I have had the pleasures of relative success sometimes.

Jeffrey Round:

That’s as far as you’re going?  Relative success?

[laughter]

Donald Hall:

That’s the only distance anybody sensible can go, and no further.

Jeffrey Round:

All right.  And the last question is, do we have to wait another 89 years before the Red Sox win the championship?

[laughter]

Donald Hall:

I have it on good authority that it’s 102.

[laughter]

Jeffrey Round:

All right.  We’ll talk then.  Donald Hall, thanks very much. 

[applause]

[end of transcript]

