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[music]

Grace Cavalieri:

The program is the “Poet and a Poem” from the Library of Congress.  I'm Grace Cavalieri.  Our guest is Nick Flynn.  He's the Witter Bynner Fellow at the Library of Congress.  Nick will say hello with an opening poem.

Nick Flynn:

This poem is called "Sudden."  I wrote it in response to a friend who , a writing friend who told me that the word “sudden” wasn't a word you should use it a poem.  So I decided to write a poem in response to that.

“Sudden”

“If it had been a heart attack, the newspaper 
might have used the word massive, 
          as if a mountain range had opened 
                        inside her, but instead 

“it used the word suddenly, a light coming on 

“in an empty room.  The telephone 

“fell from my shoulder, a black parrot repeating 
                      something happened, something awful  


                  a sunday, dusky.  If it had been 

“terminal, we could have cradled her 
as she grew smaller, wiped her mouth, 

              said good-bye.  But it was sudden, 

“how overnight we could be orphaned 
& the world become a bell we'd crawl inside 
& the ringing all we'd eat.” 

Grace Cavalieri:

The voice of Nick Flynn.  He's the Witter Bynner Fellow for 2001, 2002.  We're at the Library of Congress.  Nick has written one book.  It's called, “Some Ether,” Gray Wolf Press, and he has won with this the PEN/Joyce Osterweil Award as well as a Discovery of the Nation Award.  He's also an author of, “A Note Slipped Under the Door,” which is about teaching from poems we love.  Nick, can you tell us the literal level of the theme of this book?

Nick Flynn:

Will this is a book -- a first book for a poet is often a way to sort of introduce yourself, I think, to the world, to let people know who you are.  And for me, it deals a lot with childhood and family, this book.  It deals with -- there's mother poems, there's father poems, there's poems about me becoming an adult.  That's the level and on another level it deals with memory and the sort of impossibility of really remembering anything clearly or expressing something through memory.

Grace Cavalieri:

It's about as memory and meditation and recollection as much as it is the facts of the past.  And the facts in this book are that you approach the suicide of your mother and you do it on many levels.  I guess that's as simplified as I can make it, but we will find out as we go into the poems how you do that.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I had an editor, a wonderful poet named Fred Marchand worked with me on this book. And he, at a certain point, said to me that I needed to or what he liked about the book, and he wanted to emphasize and maybe to develop more was that I had different purchase on the material, was the term that he used,  “different purchase,” which is just different ways of looking at an experience of, you know, doing it from all different angles rather than just maybe within the experience itself, or within grieving but actually stepping outside of the grieving at certain points or looking back on what it is to grieve, going back before the grieving when, you know, celebratory times.  You know, just to have that, to make it a fuller experience.

Grace Cavalieri:

Did Fred instruct you that way or did he see it after you had done it?

Nick Flynn:

Fred did both.  He saw it and he sort of gently nudged me toward it.  He would point out poems in the book that did that already, that had different purchase in the material, and he would say, "This is what I'm talking about."  I didn't really understand what he meant by purchase at first, and then, you know, he explained what he meant by that and that was helpful.  And that had been what I wanted to do with the material and it was wonderful to have an editor that could bring that out in it.

Grace Cavalieri:

The book is “Some Ether,” and so let's hear a poem.

Nick Flynn:

Okay, I'll read "Cartoon Physics."  There's two "Cartoon Physics" poems in the book.  There's part one and part two.  I'll read part two first, and it comes from -- the title comes from something that the film critic Gene Siskel -- he wrote a book that had collected Hollywood ephemera, and one of the pieces of ephemera that he had was a list that was in cartoonist, animation studios that they’d put on the wall above their worktables.  It said the things you could do in a cartoon that you couldn't do in the real world.  So that's where the title comes from.

“Cartoon Physics: part 2”

“Years ago, alone in her room, my mother cut 

a hole in the air 
“& vanished into it. The report hung & 

deafened, followed closely by an over-
“whelming silence, a ringing 

in the ears.  Today I take a piece of chalk 
“& sketch a door in the wall.  By the rules 

of cartoon physics, only I 
“can open this door.  I want her

 to come with me like in a dream of being dead, 
“the mansion filled with cots, 

one for everyone I've ever known.  This desire 
“can be a cage, a dream that spills

 into waking until I wander the city 
“as a rose-strewn funeral.  Once 

upon a time let's say my mother stepped 
“inside herself & no one 

could follow.  More than once 
“I traded on this until it transmuted into a story,

 the transubstantiation of desire,

“ I’d recite it, as if I'd never told anyone 

& it felt that way,

“ because I tried not to cry, yet always 

would, & the listener 
“would always hold me.  Upstairs the water 

channels off you, back
“ into the earth or to the river through pipes 

hidden deep in these walls.  I told you the story 
“of first learning to write my own name, chalk 

scrawl across our garage door,

”so that when my mother pulled it down, I’d 

appear, like a movie.”
Grace Cavalieri:  

Nick has been a fellow at the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown [Mass.] and I believe he's directing the workshops there now for writing.  And he has just received a fellowship from the Guggenheim, so we know you're under forty and we also know that -- 

Nick Flynn:

Actually I'm not under 40.  I just turned 41 and I guess that's not a rule.  Maybe they don't know.

Grace Cavalieri:

Maybe we shouldn’t tell them.  Maybe that's just a series of younger poets, that's the cut off.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I hope it isn't the Guggenheim.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, listen, cash the check and then we'll worry about it later.  And starting in September you'll be traveling out of “North America” quote, unquote, for a year on an Amy Lowell [Poetry] Traveling fellowship [Scholarship].  That's very prestigious.  And leaving no e-mail address, it sounds like.

Nick Flynn:

Oh, no.  I'll have some sort of e-mail connection, I think, to the world.

Grace Cavalieri:

Are you telling us where you're going?

Nick Flynn:

Well, I'm planning on spending some time in Africa, actually, right now, is the plan.  I have a friend who has been doing work, public health work off and on in Tanzania for the last five years and I'd always planned to go over there and just see, see what was happening there.

Grace Cavalieri:

I want to see the book that comes out of that.  A book will come.  Nick Flynn is his name.  I am Grace Cavalieri, and we're at the Library of Congress.  And we love being here very much because this is the world's biggest repository of books, just like this, “Some Ether.”  So we're going to go farther and further into your work, and as I listen, I'm hearing the reverberations of the critics, one of which I'll read.  Tony Hoagland, he says, "Dazed but curious of your work, connected but detached, attentive but distant, present but disturbingly enmeshed in the long, sticky tentacles of memory."  I think that is a brilliant summary.  Of all of the reviews that I've read, that is exactly right -- how something so close can be kept far enough away to see it, and I am grateful to him for that kind of perception.  So we'll keep that in mind as we hear the next poem.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I would just like to say about Tony's piece also.  I mean, I thought it was very insightful.  I got a lot from reading that review myself, a lot of insights into my own work that I didn't have.

Grace Cavalieri:

That's the role critics can play, thankfully.

Nick Flynn:

I'm going to read -- the next poem that I'm going to read is called "Bag of Mice."  It's a short poem.

“Bag of Mice”
“I dreamt your suicide note

was scrawled in pencil on a brown paper bag,

& in the bag were six baby mice.  The bag

opened into darkness,

smoldering

from the top down.  The mice,

huddled at the bottom, scurried the bag

across a shorn field.  I stood over it

& as the burning reached each carbon letter

of what you'd written

your voice released into the night

like a song, & the mice

grew wilder.”
Grace Cavalieri:

That's my favorite.  Do you know why?

Nick Flynn:

Why is that?

Grace Cavalieri:

I don't know.  I thought maybe you would know.  It might be a lot of peoples’ favorite.  And so you might have heard something.

Nick Flynn:

Well another thing like an insight that I've got into this poem after I wrote it.  I mean, it seems to be -- how several of the poems that have worked for me are in this book, that, you know, ideally with any poem is there’s levels to it that even the poet is unaware of.  And this is one where, you know, one reader pointed out to me that it seemed to represent the unconscious of the artist, of the writer's mind, the idea of this frenzy within the mind of, you know, a tragic event being related to, you know, being able to be represented by this bag of mice, this sort of panic.

Grace Cavalieri:

What could be less controllable than a bag of mice, and more horrible in a way?

Nick Flynn:

On fire.

Grace Cavalieri:

I know.  Each of us has an awful idea of mice, and whether -- in my own life, my mother opened a vacuum cleaner and there were some mice nesting in there.  And you know they’re just horrific little things that they represent, but the unexpected and the terrible, certainly among them.  And that is one of your more -- I think that's one of your very best poems.  It just doesn't have a lump in it.  And that did actually come from a dream?

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, that's probably one of my only poems in this book.  I mean, I've kept dream journals off and on for years, but this was probably one of the only poems that actually, you know, came directly from a dream.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, if you want my advice, you take your dreams to Africa with you and use them.  And I'm talking to Nick Flynn and I’m Grace Cavalieri.  We’re discussing the new book, “Some Ether,” which is going to be followed by another new book from Gray Wolf next year actually.  Why “Some Ether,” Nick?  Why some?  Ether I could write an essay on, but some.

Nick Flynn:

Well I liked the tension, I think, between the idea of ether, which seems to me to be something that's difficult to contain in the sense of ether as both the substance that floats the planets and as the gas that the liquid that turns into a gas and you need to keep bottled in a jar or else it’ll evaporate.  And so there's something between those two.  It seemed to create tension just to try to talk about a discreet unit of it with it.  That's one part that I like and I also like that -- it came from a direct quote from -- I went to a party and I met an astrophysicist at the party and he used the word “some ether” --

Grace Cavalieri:

I see.

Nick Flynn:

-- in our conversation, so I sort of took it right from his conversation and then, you know, began to really sort of see more into it.

Grace Cavalieri:

I thought this would be a very hard book to name, so I'm glad you found the exact one.  It would be.  I was thinking of this book without a title and trying to find one for it.  “Some Ether” is the best – [laughs] 

Nick Flynn:

Again, I had help with the title also.  I had a poem named “Some Ether” in the book.  And I had other titles for the book and then a couple of my friends got together, poet Richard McCann and I believe Tony Hoagland was there also, and they both got together and convinced me that “Some Ether” was the title for it.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well let's open up that book.

Nick Flynn:

I'm going to read the poem, "Memento Mori" now.  "Memento Mori," as you probably know, is the term that refers to, I believe that translates loosely as, “remember that you too shall die,” is how I understand it translates.  Often there would be a tableau of maybe a scull and a table or something would be a "Memento Mori."

"Memento Mori"

“The virus threads its way through us, rides our blood like a subway, erasing everything.  But it's 
“Alright, I don't want to remember floor plans or 
thresholds anyway, the light 
finding the airspace around my mother’s door,
“ the black air filling her lungs 
“until all inside her 
hangs darkly.  I left the attic 
unlatched, shimmied up the gutter pipe, I knew 
“I'd never wake her, no matter how hard I 
knocked.  
             -------------------------------
“She opened herself like a time lapse rose. I thought 
our bodies were mostly water 
“but there was so much blood. I rinsed the rags 
“in the sink & she whirlpooled 
away, below my feet, filling sewers, 
“so much flowing from that moment,
 that Atlantic.  
                 ________________________________

“All the payphones hang stuffed with quarters, 
the map has been folded too many times.  
                 ___________________________

“I'm sick of God & his teaspoons. I don't want 
“to remember her reaching up for a kiss, or the television 
“pouring its blue bodies into her bedroom. 
“I stare at the dust lit up by the sun,  

It formed fallen pillars 
connecting the windows to the floor &I knew 
“they were all that kept the walls 
from collapse.”
Grace Cavalieri:

Nick Flynn.  I'm Grace Cavalieri.

[music]

Grace Cavalieri:

This is the “Poet and the Poem” from the Library of Congress.  Were you ever a Nicholas Flynn?

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, you know, my given name is Nicholas, yeah.

Grace Cavalieri:

I just wanted to clear that up.  That wasn't in your bio.  Of the book, hearing the inevitable question that you write from such a vulnerability, which is the mastery of the book and the genius of the book, is the place you get to go.  Then you have to be a public person with the book and you have to read it on the radio and stand at the Library of Congress and maybe even phonetically get through it some times, maybe, maybe not.  But that public persona must be like a train coming back at the original source, and how do you balance that and how do you maintain that?

Nick Flynn:

Well, the poems were written -- when I wrote the poems, you know, when you in writing classes some times that you should write with the audience in mind, and if I had done that with this book I never would have written it.  I never intended it to be -- I never thought about this being read in public, as a public document.  At a certain point, you know, I realized it was going to be published or I wanted it published and attempted, you know, made attempts to have it be published.  And then it starts to change and then you start to read it in public.  But I found when you say like maybe reading it phonetically, I found that I really can't do that actually.  Like I actually have to be really physically connected to the poems as I read them, or else it's an empty experience and it's not an experience I'd like to do.  I have no desire to not be present while I'm reading these problems.  I'd like -- what I need to be is actually even like very connected with the audience as I read them.

Grace Cavalieri:

And so you don't mind saying what you feel?

Nick Flynn:

Well, you know, hopefully with this book -- I mean, I have no, I really don't have the sense that my story, my, you know, what I've written about -- I don't think it's any harsher than anyone else's story.  I mean, that's -- I don't feel that my story is special or is, or that my suffering is greater in any sense.  I think that everyone has, you know, what Buddhists say, you know: life is suffering.  Everyone is going to suffer at some point in their lives.  And this is just sort of my attempt to work through -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

That's a good point.

Nick Flynn:

Parts, you know, parts of my suffering.  And it's not to be isolated from anyone or separate from anyone else or above anyone else.  It's more to be connected with all of people.

Grace Cavalieri:

Good answer.  One of my favorite people is Claudia Rankin, and she makes a few remarks here.  She says, "We are guided by a stunning and solitary voice into lives that have spiritually and physically imploded.  No one survives, and still there is so much to be felt.  Here is sorrow and madness reconciled to humanity."  She is -- I call her hope for American poetry.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, Claudia is a wonderful poet, a wonderful presence.

Grace Cavalieri:

We’re talking to Nick Flynn so let us hear another please.

Nick Flynn:

I'd like to read the poem “Emptying Town,” which -- there's a town I’ve lived in off and on for about 20 years now.  I'm living there now, Provincetown, Massachusetts.  And this poem was written about ten years ago when the town was much different than it is now, when in the winter is it would literally empty and be boarded up and now there is much more of a year-round presence there.  So it's a little dated in certain ways, but I think on another level it still works.

“Emptying Town”

“Each fall this town empties, leaving me
drained, standing on the dock, waving bye—,
bye, the white handkerchief
stuck in my throat.  You know the way Jesus

“rips open his shirt
to show us his heart, all flaming & thorny,
the way he points to it.  I'm afraid
the way I miss you

“will be this obvious.  I have

“a friend who everyone warns me
is dangerous, he hides
bloody images of Jesus around my house

“for me to find when I come home—Jesus
behind the cupboard door, Jesus tucked

“into the mirror.  He wants to save me
but we disagree from what.  My version of hell
is someone ripping open his
shirt & saying,

“look what I did for you.”
Grace Cavalieri:

You said the monks and the nuns liked that.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I was I had an opportunity to be a writer-in-residence for the month of October in the College of St. Benedict in Minnesota.  And I read this in a, you know, to the, you know, to the students and to the monks and the nuns and I feel it's a very, I don't feel it's a blasphemous poem in any sense actually.  It's relating experience -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

It’s what it is.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, it's relating an experience that actually happened to a friend of mine who would leave images of Jesus around my house and my reaction to that.

Grace Cavalieri: 

You know, that poem is an important poem in this book, because it is the proper color you needed.  It takes it out of one contexts and talks about relationships overall and almost how impossible they are, alive or dead.  I mean, relationships are very curious to write about, without full frontal, you know, approach, and I thought that that was very interesting in saying, you know, what do we want, what are we willing to give to get it and what do people do to us in the process?

Nick Flynn:

I think that that's one  -- that's a really good point.  I think that's one function of religion, you know, today in our lives is to help us understand our relationships with each other, and sometimes they need to be looked at closely and understood like what we get from them, how we apply and what we see in a religious context to what we’re doing day to day.  And this is an attempt to do that.

Grace Cavalieri:

And I think that's why it's an important poem for that book.  “Some Ether” is the book.  The new one that's coming out, you can actually jot down on your calendars.  It's going to be called, “Blind Huber,” H-U-B-E-R, and one thing Nick does is teach, and he teaches young people right now in the New York City public schools and he has for more than seven years, and also the Provincetown writing workshops, which are pretty well known nationally.  We talked about the fact that you caught a gaining purchase on a poem from many angles, and so I see it as having the experience and then putting, lifting the veil from the experience and then putting another veil on the experience in a way, in writing poetry, but in teaching children what is your process?  How do you begin?

Nick Flynn:

Well I think that actually I got to talk with Stanley Kunitz about this a little bit because one of his, one of his goals as the poet laureate this year is to connect the many different poetry organizations in the country in order to think of a way to bring more poetry to young people, to have them writing poetry, to have it, you know, be more of an essential part of their lives through poets in the schools, through, you know, poetry readings in the branch libraries.  And yeah, the work that I've done in New York with the Columbia University’s writing project, that's what we do.  We train teachers how to teach writing and I was there as a poet and so I would go into the classrooms and work with these, you know, kindergartners through, you know, from kindergarten on up.  And a lot of it -- it felt very revolutionary in many ways, to bring poetry into classrooms just because it seemed very against the grain of the way things are taught now and what is being taught.  Poetry can allow -- allows the students to value their own experiences and their own voices in a way that is difficult to get to in schools now where there's so much testing going on now and so many just answering the right -- there’s one answer to every question.  With poetry there is, you know, many answers to every question.  There's many more questions than there are answers and to honor that, to allow the students that if their answer isn't, you know, exactly the same as everyone else's, that there’s, you know, there's a reason for that, that they can develop that question themselves, that questioning ability.

Grace Cavalieri:

How long to get to their story?

Nick Flynn:

How long would it take to get to their story?  It wouldn't take very long with the students.  You know if you can model other students or other poets that have done that in their work or, you know, students, I would often bring in other students’ work and sort of say these are some examples of how we bring our own stories into it and get them telling stories.  A lot of it was oral.  We’d have them telling stories to each other in small groups and then from those stories, writing down, you know, what they got out of those stories.  And it's very, very different than most of the teaching that went on and there's a lot of wonderful teachers that are doing this now that are, you know, that have been doing it now for you know -- it's a movement across the country that, you know, certainly needs more support from, you know, wherever it can get it.

Grace Cavalieri:

I'm scared without it.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I am too actually.  Yeah, I can't imagine -- and it's not -- it hasn't taken hold completely so it's very threatened by -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

Well actually it began in 1968.  It's not that – Poetry in the Classroom is not that long a venture.  I go up to Paterson, N. J., in schools that the security guards don't go to sometimes.  You know, and it doesn't take long for them to tell me I'm, you know, I really miss my father.  You know, I wish I had my baby sister.  It's a way of honoring -- they learn that it's a way of honoring and keeping people alive really.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, yeah.

Grace Cavalieri:

So how do you though, so if you had to work with them long enough and I've never been able to stay long enough to get them beyond the anecdote though --

Nick Flynn:

Oh, I know.  Oh, I got to work in one school in Harlem for six years.  I was in one school so I got to see the students, you know, grow up and graduate from the school and yeah, it was an amazing experience to get to do that in a very, very difficult neighborhood, in a neighborhood that really had been marginalized in many, many ways.  And the school was like sort of the haven in the neighborhood and it felt very vital to have real work there and have students honoring and telling the truth about their experiences.

Grace Cavalieri:

You've only been writing for ten years.

Nick Flynn:

Oh, no.  I've been writing for longer than that.

Grace Cavalieri:

Your resume -- you just started winning awards ten years ago.  Okay.  I see.

Nick Flynn:

I've been writing for a long time.

Grace Cavalieri:

Okay.  Nick Flynn.  Well, it certainly looks as if there’s some work that's gone into these poems.

Nick Flynn:

I'd like to read the poem.  The title is, "How Do You Know You're Missing Anything?"  And the title of this comes from -- I was listening to NPR a few years ago and they had an expert on the Brazilian rain forest on, and he was talking about the, you know, what would be lost, what is being lost as we’re losing the rain forest.  And one of the callers, a listener called in and said, that he'd never been to the rain forest and what would it matter to him if the rain forest was gone?  He doesn't plan to go there.  He doesn't have any connection to it, and the only answer that the expert could give was, you could hear him shrug on the radio and you just said, ‘well, how do you know you're missing anything?’  So I took that as the title for this poem, which has nothing to do with the rain forest.

"How Do You Know You're Missing Anything?"

“When I see a car, the same model as the last car 
my mother owned, a Dart the green 
“of the 70s refrigerator, I remember how, 
after she'd gone off to bed, I’d 

“secretly borrow it 
& drive, underage, to the harbor 
“& beyond, past the mansions along Jerusalem 
Way, then up around the cliffs, past the doomed 
“summer houses, with the sea, every year, eroding 
closer.  I knew to just keep 
“going, that there were roads connecting all the way 
to Mexico & that some people did, they just 
left, it happened 
“all the time, never seen 
“or heard from again. You could wander the entire 
eastern seaboard.  My father did,

“ in his woodgrain Ford, the car he one day 
walked away from 
after it caught fire, walked away while it was still 
“burning. He left us 
or was thrown out, still unclear 
which, & we ended up 
in that yellow house, with encyclopedias 
“& Shakespeare 
unopened for years, 
as the ice in the freezer 
“thickened, pushing the door open 
“until the space inside was not big enough 
for even a fist.”
[music]

Grace Cavalieri:

The program is the “Poet and the Poem” from the Library of Congress.  I'm Grace Cavalieri.  Nick Flynn is the Witter Bynner Fellow for 2001, 2002, and he's going to read some poems.

Nick Flynn:

I'm going to read the title poem of the book.  This is “Some Ether,” which as I said earlier I got from a conversation I had at a party some years ago with an astrophysicist who I found fascinating.  I love talking to people outside of the literary world.  I love talking to people in the literary world also, obviously, but people outside the literary world have a view on the universe and on life that can be really amazing, and often they don't know how amazing it is.

"Some Ether"

“I don't know if you can read this now, you 
without a body, without a hand on the wheel .… 
For years physicists were searching outerspace 
       for some ether electro-magnetic waves 
could travel through.  
It was Einstein who said,

“ you can't find it because it isn't there…. 
           Your hair would be gray now.  
           You led me upstairs to my great-grandmother's bed 

“her hair floating white above her skull 

as if it had already left her.  

                         I never knew her not to be blind.  
“She reached out to read my face 

           your hands firm on my back. 
You can't find it because it isn't there
“You without a body without a compass without oars  

Your hands are useless in this world, 
                                               resting on my shoulders 

trying to steer.”
Grace Cavalieri:

“Your hair would be gray now.”  It is remarkable in the way you pass through time, go back and forth across time, which we think is the craft of the novelist, prose writer, more than any other.  Time is the property of the fiction writer.

Nick Flynn:

Interesting.  I always like, I like what you can do with time in poetry better even.

Grace Cavalieri:

If you can do it.  I'm saying you can do it and that is what I noted, even connecting -- 

Nick Flynn:

I'm sorry, not better I just realized -- in different ways, yes, sometimes.

Grace Cavalieri:

It's harder in poetry.  It's more elusive and the fact “your hair would be gray now” -- just one line and then connecting it, that puts us back into a another platform of time where you go to see your great-grandmother again whose hair then is connected.  So I think that's a very accomplished poem.  I'm glad you don't think of these things when you're writing them.  You couldn't do it.  You couldn’t write that if you thought of these things.

Nick Flynn:

When I first was writing these poems about ten years ago, this book took about ten years to write, and my early teachers were -- as I said last night at the reading at the Library [of Congress] that my teachers were actually many people that Stanley had taught, in some ways.  Marie Howe, and I don't believe Stanley taught Carolyn Forche, but I know that he chose her for the Yale Prize, and, you know, these were the people that I learned from.  Another person I learned from was a contemporary of Stanley's, Alan Dugan, who told me in a workshop that I had with him about ten years ago.  He said in the class, he said that I have a problem with time, that in my poems everything keeps happening at the same time, at once, there’s no separation.  He said it but he said it admiringly though.  He said it in a way that it was a strength of the poems but he presented it as a problem because it was confusing and there were even more.  And that's wanted to try to do.  I wanted to try to mirror my experience, my psychic experience of time happening consecutively, many things happening consecutively and not having, you know, one moment followed by the next but having memory impinge on it.  That's why the book was an attempt to sort of sort those memories out and to lay them out and to sort of see them more clearly, rather than having them happen randomly and unbidden in my consciousness all the time.  So there was a certain attempt at that, like laying these out like that.

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh there's a spiritual organization at work, for sure.  And I think an intention too, but that -- you point out why I like to direct writing workshops and not sit in them.  I mean, I think that they can be really difficult to hear some of these things.

Nick Flynn:

What Alan Dugan said?

Grace Cavalieri:

Yeah, what anybody says.

Nick Flynn:

Oh, I love Alan Dugan.

Grace Cavalieri:  

It makes -- but some things that happen in workshops, does it set you back?

Nick Flynn:

Actually [inaudible] yes, some things have perhaps set me back.  What Alan Dugan said -- I wore it proudly because that was what I was trying to do and that he noticed it.  That he called it a problem was, you know, more his way of saying things generally.  He can be, you know -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

Saying it was a difficulty that you achieved probably.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, he came back the next week and said like actually that he thought it was a good thing.  But, you know, that the problem he had with it the first time because it felt maybe chaotic and that poem may have been problematic.  I mean, it's very likely the poem I presented was, you know -- it's not the poems that are here in this book.  You know, so it needed -- he recognized what I was trying to do but also noticed maybe places where I wasn't doing it.  So, that might have been what he meant by it.  I ended up writing a poem about it called -- which was published in “Plowshares” called, "Alan Dugan Telling Me I Have a Problem with Time."

Grace Cavalieri:

Oh, I’d love to read it.

Nick Flynn:

I don't have it here unfortunately.  It didn't make it into the book.  But it was a good poem to write.

Grace Cavalieri:

It’s what we're talking about.  Well, I'm looking at almost 20 awards in ten years and a lot of achievements on top of that.  So I'm thinking you can make, a person, can make a living as a poet.

Nick Flynn:

Oh, I wouldn't think so.

Grace Cavalieri:

But you say those wonderful words of Grace Paley, “ low overhead.”
Nick Flynn:

Yeah, -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

Her far judgment.

Nick Flynn:

That was the only way I made it through these years was to go by her edict of, you know, her advice to a young writer was just those two words, “low overhead.”
Grace Cavalieri:

How about an old writer?  It doesn't change.  I hate to tell you.  Really.  But what does change are the books I read each year and I think that's the definition of eternity.  They get better and better and better.  I swear that this one can transcend the last one and then I could read Claudia Rankin and then I can read Nick Flynn.  I am very grateful for something.

Nick Flynn:

But I think that there’s something now -- I think it is a very vital time in poetry now.  I mean I'm sure it goes in waves.  It does seem very vital in a lot of ways and, you know, I also go back to Stanley Kunitz like that his nurturing of, you know, generations of poets now I think bears certain fruits and what we’re seeing in, you know, in the United States and poetry world today.  Claudia Rankin, although I'm not sure she ever studied with Stanley, I know that she's actually connected to the Work Center now.  She's on the board of the Work Center, which Stanley founded 30 years ago, the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown.

Grace Cavalieri:

I just used her as a benchmark of my astonishment, you know.  When you meet a poet you get astonished and you think I can't be astonished anymore.  I'm all astonished out.  And then the next book and I feel pretty good about what's happening.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I do too.

Grace Cavalieri:

We're at the Library of Congress where there are more than a million books are stored, 5,000 tapes like this archived, and hundreds and hundreds of discs which keep this the house of memory.  It's a good place to be.  I'm here with Nick Flynn.  I am Grace Cavalieri, and he's going to read us more.

Nick Flynn:

I'm going to read the poem, "Twenty Pound Stone," which is a poem that comes out of just a trip I took to California a few years ago.  We’re in a café and a young Californian came in carrying a large stone into the café and put it on the chair next to him.  It's called "Twenty Pound Stone."

"Twenty Pound Stone"

“It nests in the hollow of my pelvis, I carry it with both hands, as if
                         offering my stomach, as if it were pulling me forward.

“At night the sun leaks from it, it turns cold, I sleep with it
                             beside my head, I breathe for it.
“I dream of stones.
Sometimes I dream of hammers.

“I am hammering it back into sand, the sand we melt into glass,
                        the glass we blow into bottles.

“This stone is fifteen green bottles with nothing inside.

“It never bleeds, it never heals, it is a soup can left on the back shelf,
                    the label worn off.

“It is the corner of a house, the beginning of a wall.

“At night it changes shape, it lies on one side, casting jagged shadows.

“It brightens where my tongue touches it.

“Richard's eyes were this color, a pale fruit, honeydew.

“When I swing it over my head I swear it could lift me.

“If I jump from a bridge it would drag me down, the current couldn't
                         carry us, it has no lungs, no pockets of air.

“If I could walk it to the center of a frozen pond & leave it,
                    in the spring it would be gone.”
Grace Cavalieri:

We should run a contest in America asking for -- to name 100 things that stone is.  I bet we could get a hundred answers.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, sure.  I mean that’s, you know, I mean this is a poem that does do that.  So it transforms -- it's about sort of the transformation of this one stone but also this is the transformation of everything in life, that everything turns into something else.  It's almost impossible to look at one thing long enough and it'll turn into something else, you know, whether that’s, you know, the book, you look at the book that's sitting here and then you start to realize that okay, you know, the paper that it’s made out of is the trees.  If you get into a Buddhist view of it there's the clouds that are, you know, that drop the rain and the trees and that everything is made up of all the elements that aren't there, that you don't see, so yeah.

Grace Cavalieri:

It could be literally your grief.  It could be your love.  It could be that simple.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, on this level, yeah, on the ending yeah turns into that, yeah, that the stone is like, you know, what we carry around with us yet.

Grace Cavalieri:

Can we write without writing workshops?  I ask you that because you certainly are a progenitor and you are may be going to carry forth the torch for writing workshops, but I started in a day when they didn't have them and we wrote anyway.  We didn’t know the difference.  And I was wondering, I guess we fell on our face and we stood up and nobody told us what to do.  What is the value?

Nick Flynn:

Well, you know, when I began really writing poetry I was just amazed that, you know, poets that I'd read for years that I could actually -- I didn't know about writing, you know, writing workshops and there's all different levels of them.  There's ones at universities.  There's also ones -- just ones out of -- I took one out of Marie Howe’s apartment with, you know, ten of us around her kitchen table.

Grace Cavalieri:

That's useful.

Nick Flynn:

I took workshops that, you know, just weekend workshops with Galway Kinnell.  I did, you know, all different kinds of workshops but I was amazed at, you know, the poets that you really loved that the people that really had moved you and shaped you as a writer and to think about poetry, were accessible in some way.  You could actually walk and sit in a classroom with them, if only for, you know, one day and sort of be in their presence, which seems to be a real gift to have that, you know, whether as a mentor or as a just as a physical presence and how to live in the world.  

Stanley, one of Stanley's things that he said that's always helped me has been if you want to, if you want to write, if you find a poem that you want to right then you have to become the poet who can write that poem.  You have to change your life in such a way that you can be the person that could write that poem.  And one of the ways that you do that is by seeing these poets and getting to know them and, you know, if only for like, you know, a brief spell of time to be with them.  And for me it was very helpful and then after I went to grad school, I went to NYU and got to study with Sharon Olds and Galway Kinnell and Bill Matthews, Phil Levine, who's very important to me, Allen Ginsberg; and then after that experience I stayed in a writing group.  I formed a writing group in New York and studied with, worked with, you know, peers for the next five or six years, while I was working on this book and the second book.  And we would meet once a week and it's not for everyone but that to me I couldn't imagine writing without it.  I couldn't imagine -- that was my, that was the people that I brought my work to and it kept me thinking about writing and we’d talk about readings that we'd go to and it kept it vital in some important way.

Grace Cavalieri:

It does.  It does continue to process all day, every day.  And you live like a poet.  You are what we call a practicing poet.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, you figure out what that means and you sort of, you figure out what that means.  And it means you make certain choices like, you know, I chose to work teaching poetry to young people for seven years in New York City public schools because that seemed like a valuable work to do on many levels because I wanted to have that experience.  I wanted to see the city from that viewpoint, and also it allowed me to read a book of poetry on the subway in the morning on the way to work, and that was preparing for class.

Grace Cavalieri:

And is that where your book came out, "A Note Slipped under the Door?"

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I wrote that out of that experience, you know, and that's a book for teachers primarily or for someone who's thinking about writing.  You know, hopefully it could be used by anyone but it's aimed at like teachers in grade schools to work bringing poetry into classrooms.

Grace Cavalieri:

We need that.  We'll check that book out seriously, and in the meantime, do take us more into that book.

Nick Flynn:

Okay.  I'm going to read the poem "Cartoon Physics, Part I."  This is the companion to "Cartoon Physics, Part II." 

“Children under, say, ten, shouldn't know
that the universe is ever-expanding,
inexorably pushing into the vacuum, galaxies

“swallowed by galaxies, whole

“solar systems collapsing, all of it
acted out in silence.  At ten we are still learning

“the rules of cartoon animation,

“that if a man draws a door on a rock
only he can pass through it.
Anyone else who tries

“will crash into the rock.  Ten-year-olds
should stick with burning houses, car wrecks,
ships going down -- earthbound, tangible

“disasters, arenas

“where they can be heroes.  You can run
back into a burning house, sinking ships

“have lifeboats, the trucks will come
with their ladders, if you jump

“you will be saved.  A child

“places her hand on the roof of a school bus,
& drives across a city of sand.  She knows

“the exact spot it will skid, at which point
the bridge will give, who will swim to safety
& who will be pulled under by sharks.  She will learn

“that if a man runs off the edge of a cliff
he will not fall

“until he notices his mistake.”
[music]

Grace Cavalieri:

This is the “Poet and the Poem” from the Library of Congress, and you've been hearing the voice of Nick Flynn.  I'd love you to take us through that poem if you don't mind.  I should have warned you I was going to ask you this, but the process of when that came to you and how you arrived at the imagery and if you could just walk us through the writing of that, I'd love that.

Nick Flynn:

Oh, sure.  I was just thinking as I was reading it, I read this to a class of second- graders recently, which was -- it's actually I mean, young people love to write about cartoons.  It's part of their life and so it was actually good to read it to them, and they had interesting comments on it.  They responded in a way that was how I would have hoped they would respond because I was sort of thinking like, you know, I don’t want to read something that says you should run back into a burning house to a group of second-graders and let them think that.  And almost to a person they raised their hands and said, "Well, this person’s really dumb.  Why would he do that?"  And so we got to talk about it.  We got to have discussion about that, not everything you say in a poem you have to believe.  You can say something that is maybe not the right thing.  You can say that in a poem and let the reader decide whether it makes sense or not.  And I was nervous about it, reading to the second graders, and yet they seemed to understand.  They could pick out the parts of it that made sense and the parts that didn't make sense.  They agreed with -- you know, they already had like a, both a moral and, you know, a physical limits to the universe sense so that they knew the things that made sense and the things that didn't.  You know for the most part in this it allowed them to question that.  And just to sort of say how I put this poem together.  If I can remember looking at it -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

The idea for it first.

Nick Flynn:

The idea -- well, the idea of "Cartoon Physics" came from, as I said before, from the list of Hollywood ephemera that was the list that was put in animation studios, the idea of the what you could do in a cartoon that you couldn't do in life.  And then, you know, that fascinated me so that was like a bit of something that I heard probably from a radio, yeah, I remember hearing it on the radio, an interview with this, about this book.  And then a lot comes from, you know, taking in -- or this poem at least comes from taking in different aspects of the culture.  The beginning, the part about the universe ever expanding and pushing into the vacuum, it comes directly from the “Science Times,” you know, from reading that every week and reading pieces about the universe and just sort of, you know, things I didn't know and just trying to incorporate these things that I wonder about or sort of that I marvel about, into a poem.  This is probably, you know, you sort of realize that the universe is ever expanding.  You know, probably that was written a few years ago so maybe by now that's disproven.  I don't know.  It doesn't really matter to me for this poem.  It works for the poem right now and I think it's a beautiful thing that it, you know, that the concept is there.
Grace Cavalieri:

One critic said that you are focused in this poem on things where children can be saved.  They can be saved from a fire, they can be saved from sharks, from drowning, from physical activities which are dangerous, but that you are writing about something more, much more amorphous and something we can't be saved from, that the thing -- your poetry is what has been called the moment between the physical and the metaphysical, and that kind of endurance, there's no fire you can put out.  Would that be an accurate look at that poem?

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, like I say, I mean, a lot of times the critics can things that I can't see.  Or I maybe intend them at one time.  You have moments, you have epiphanies of clarity and then they sink back into the unknowing.  Yeah, so certainly in this poem, when I was writing it at certain points, I sort of realized that there were certain things that we seem to, we think we have control over in this world.  You know, like something we look at like a car wreck.  We can sort of look at that and understand it in a certain way.  And then there's [sic] disasters that we really don't seem to have any control over or any understanding of.  We can never really understand them.  Like say, a suicide is something that is almost incomprehensible.  It defies, you know, it defies understanding.  And there’s things in the world that do that.  And so that it creates a hierarchy.  This poem sort of tries to create a hierarchy of danger in the world, and even though like, you know, the statement, “ten-year-olds should stick with burning houses” is, you know, ludicrous on the surface.  You know, of course a ten-year-old shouldn't actually have to deal with a burning house.  You know, and I don't believe that but it creates a hierarchy of the things that are going to be faced in the world that, you know, we’ll all have to encounter at some point so maybe that's where they start, as something that they can sort of look at and you do notice with young children that they act out disasters in, you know, if they’re pushing cars around and stuff, they will act out these disasters as a way to sort of understand like the world’s a dangerous place and risks are going to come toward them and they'll have to know how to deal with them.

Grace Cavalieri:

Why ten?

Nick Flynn:

Why did I pick ten-year-olds?  Probably because I had, you know, a friend who was ten years old at that time, you know, and I can sort of see I was sort of trying to imagine her, how she relates like, you know, having discussions with her about how she relates to the world and sort of thinking, okay, this is what a ten-year-old seems to be able to handle.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, you know, it's important.

Nick Flynn:

That age.

Grace Cavalieri:

Yeah, and important to the poem but more than that, I think everything means something.  I mean, I saw Mel Brooks talking to Sid Ceasar about days when they used to write a comedy, “Show of Shows,” and they would say “13, that's not a funny number: 15, now that's a funny number.”  And they carry a vibration that we can't always explain and then I also, of course, the psychobabble of poetry, hark back to the thought that ten might have been very important to you.

Nick Flynn:  

Yeah, yeah, I think probably when you were just saying that I was thinking that like where was I at ten?  At first I thought of my friend and then I thought, well where was I at ten years old and ten was sort of like in some ways like sort of an end of innocence in a certain way.  My mother remarried when I was 11 and I sort of knew -- it became very clear to me that the world was much more complicated at that point.  She married a man whom I'm in touch with now.  He's, you know, a Vietnam veteran and he was just back from the Vietnam War, and he was actually going through a lot of trauma at that time, and it was a very difficult time.  He was with us for about four years and suddenly the world became very complicated, like I began to see, you know, suddenly the whole war, that we were seeing on TV was now in the house.
Grace Cavalieri:  

A metaphor for your life.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, it was now in the house, and so at ten you could sort of still play games.  You could still play games of disasters and, but you didn't have to interact with them in that certain way.  At least it seemed like that for me, for my life.

Grace Cavalieri:

And Vietnam has been important to you.  You've actually done some work on a film.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I went to Vietnam in -- about a year and a half ago and part of a documentary film with my stepfather, who I hadn't been in touch with for about ten years, no, about 20 years.  And he and I are in contact now.  We have a relationship now and he's, you know, a wonderful guy and he and I went back together to Vietnam and it was only the second time he'd ever been in a plane before.  The first time was when he flew to Vietnam when he was 18 and then he went back 30 years later.  And yeah, I mean, just, you know, I think anyone of my age of, you know, my age or above or maybe, you know, it's just so much part of the consciousness of our country that it seemed really important to go back and to, or to go see Vietnam and get a sense of it and to go there with a veteran and to, you know, try to enact some sort of healing while there.

Grace Cavalieri:

What about -- 

Nick Flynn:

The film that came out of it actually is made by a director named Beth B., and it's called "Breathe In Breathe Out" and it's, you know, I think she did a really good job with the film so -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

The ending of that poem, read us those last two lines.

Nick Flynn:

“She will learn that if a man runs off the edge of a cliff
he will not fall until he notices his mistake.”
Grace Cavalieri:

Would that be about the ability for us to create our own realities, maybe as children?

Nick Flynn:

There's that aspect of it, yeah, yes certainly.  Also I mean, when I read it, you know, there’s some trace levels of, I mean, I've worked through a lot of things around my mother's suicide, but there’s still some trace levels of guilt that I carry with me.  And so whenever I read it that, the mistake is my mistake, I think of.  You know, whatever mistakes of interactions -- or that's how I read the poem.

Grace Cavalieri:

Well, that's good because I don't get -- to your credit, we don't get guilt in your face.

Nick Flynn:

Oh no, no, no.

Grace Cavalieri:

In this book.  Thank you.  I mean, you really protect us from the five possibilities that could ruin the book really and you approach much more important things, much more important things.

Nick Flynn:

Well, thank you.

Grace Cavalieri:

But that -- so they’re interwoven in a very subliminal way at times, and that's one of them.  This is “Some Ether,” Nick Flynn is his name, and I think we’re going to be moving on to a final poem, or maybe two.  Let's see.  You tell me the poem, and I'll tell you the time.

Nick Flynn:

Well I thought I'd read the poem "Ago."

Grace Cavalieri:

We'll do that.  And then maybe we'll have one more.

Nick Flynn:

Okay, we’ll see.  This is a poem "Ago." The title of this poem them is “Ago.”

“I don't even know 
            how a telephone works, and how your voice reached 
all the way from Iron River, fed 
“across wires or satellites, transformed 
“& returned. I don't understand 
            the patience this takes or anything 
about the light-years between stars.  
                                   An hour ago 
“you cupped your hands in the tub and raised them up, 
          an offering of steam. Now 
“we’re driving 66 mph

& “one maple is coming up fast, on fire. I begin, 

            it’s like those fireworks over 
“the East River, but it's not enough
 “to say this. By the time I find the words

             it will already be past, rushing away as if 
“falling into a grave, drained 
of electricity, the world between something is happening 
“& something happened. Think of an astronaut, big silver hands 
& gravity boots, the effort spent
             to keep from flying off into space. Think 
“of the first time your grandparents listened 
to a phonograph, the needle falling to black 
“vinyl, a song without a body. Think of the names 
             you see in a map, think of these towns & rivers 
“before they were named, when “Liberty”  & “New Hope”

“were a large rock, a stand of birches. It's what
          I'm afraid of, the speed with which everything 
“is replaced, these trees, your smile, my mother 
                                         turning her back to me before work, 
“asking over her shoulder, 
  how does this look?”
Grace Cavalieri:

There you are with your time again, your use of time.  All of your themes are in that poem.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I -- 

Grace Cavalieri:

It's an important one.

Nick Flynn:

Well yeah, it actually felt like a watershed poem to me when I wrote it.  I felt like I managed to do something I'd been trying to do.

Grace Cavalieri:

Physics even is in it.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah.

Grace Cavalieri:

Let's have one closing poem.

Nick Flynn:

Okay.

Grace Cavalieri:

A one pager.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah, I was thinking of "Splenectomy."

Grace Cavalieri:

Yeah, that’s short.

Nick Flynn:

Yeah.  This is the, this is the last poem I wrote for the book, for the series, the most recent poem in the book.  It's called "Splenectomy," which is, a splenectomy is, as many of you know, is the operation where they remove your spleen, which I had had.  When I was 18 years old I had a motorcycle accident and had my spleen removed.  So this is a poem.  It took me a long time; it took me 20 years to write this problem.  I never wrote about this event so, "Splenectomy."

“Hard after the spill to again
pick the motorcycle up, to go back into
the elephant grass, the air inside
green but for the oil, hard
to get up sometimes, even after
a year, each bone un-
centered, stricken sideways, airless
beside the fallen.  Go, lay
the bike back in its broken slick,
wave the cars on, something hot
sparks your face, her cry off
left, there, like
sex, you've forgotten her
wrist, go toward it.  Tall grass, hairpin,
adrenaline, what makes it so
fast, how her hands end up inside you,
how this is supposed to save you?”
Grace Cavalieri:

Wrist is the winning word in that one.

[music]

Grace Cavalieri:

This is the “Poet and the Poem” from the Library of Congress and you've been hearing the voice of Nick Flynn.  This program has been brought to you by the Witter Bynner Foundation for Poetry.  We want to thank the Motion Picture, Broadcasting, and Recorded Sound Division of the Library of Congress.  Our engineer is Peter Alyea.  Post production by Mike Turpin of MET Studios.  I'm Grace Cavalieri:

[end of transcript]













