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Dana Gioia:

Good afternoon.  I’m Dana Gioia, chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts [NEA], and this is my colleague David Lehman, series editor for “The Best American Poems of the Year,” and welcome back to the National Endowment for the Arts Poetry Pavilion, which has been made possible through the generosity of Rich and Nancy Kinder of the Kinder Foundation.

At this noontime hour, David Lehman and I would like to read a sort of selection of great American poems.  We’re going to begin chronologically in the beginning of the 19th century and see how far we can get up to the present.

David Lehman:

Welcome to the National Endowment for the Arts Poetry Pavilion, and I just want to say what a pleasure and an honor it is to be with my friend the poet Dana Gioia, who is Chairman of the NEA and doing great things with this organization.  And if you take your seats, I can assure you that the next hour will be very memorable.  We’re going to begin with Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and then Walt Whitman.  And Dana will start.

Dana Gioia:

The first American poet to win an international audience was a poet born in Portland, Maine, named Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who was the best-selling author in any genre in the American 19th century.  In fact, in the 19th century virtually every American would have known some of his work by heart, and he was so famous that by the end of his life his birthday was a national holiday.

This is a lesser known poem by Longfellow called “The Tide Rises, the Tide Falls.”

“The tide rises, the tide falls,

The twilight darkens, the curlew calls;

Along the sea-sands damp and brown

The traveler hastens toward the town,

And the tide rises, the tide falls.

“Darkness settles on roofs and walls,

But the sea, the sea in the darkness calls;

The little waves, with their soft, white hands,

Efface the footprints in the sands,

And the tide rises, the tide falls.

“The morning breaks; the steeds in their stalls

Stamp and neigh, as the hostler calls;

The day returns, but nevermore

Returns the traveler to the shore,

And the tide rises, the tide falls.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

In 1855 Walt Whitman published “Song of Myself” as part of the very first edition of Leaves of Grass.  I’m going to read the last three parts of this major American poem.

“There is that in me—I do not know what it is—but I know it is in me.

“Wrench’d and sweaty—calm and cool then my body becomes;

I sleep—I sleep long.

“I do not know it—it is without name—it is a word unsaid;

It is not in any dictionary, or utterance, or symbol.

“Something it swings on more than the earth I swing on;

To it the creation is the friend whose embracing awakes me.

”Perhaps I might tell more. Outlines! I plead for my brothers and sisters.

“ Do you see, O my brothers and sisters?

It is not chaos or death—it is form, and [sic] union, and [sic] plan—it is eternal life—it is HAPPINESS.

“The past and present wilt—I have fill’d them, and [sic] emptied them,

And proceed to fill my next fold of the future.

“Listener up there! Here, you! What have you to confide to me?

Look in my face, while I snuff the sidle of evening;

Talk honestly—for [sic] no one else hears you, and I stay only a minute longer.

“Do I contradict myself?

Very well, then, I contradict myself;

(I am large—I contain multitudes.)

“I concentrate toward them that are nigh—I wait on the door-slab.

“Who has done his day’s work? Who will soonest be through with his supper?

Who wishes to walk with me?

“Will you speak before I am gone? Will you prove already too late?

“The spotted hawk swoops by and accuses me—he complains of my gab and my loitering.

“I too am not a bit tamed—I too am untranslatable;

I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.

“The last scud of day holds back for me;

It flings my likeness after the rest, and true as any, on the shadow’d wilds;

It coaxes me to the vapor and the dust.

“I depart as air—I shake my white locks at the runaway sun;

I effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags.

“I bequeath myself to the dirt, to grow from the grass I love;

If you want me again, look for me under your boot-soles.

“You will hardly know who I am, or what I mean;

But I shall be good health to you nevertheless,

And filter and fibre your blood.

“Failing to fetch me at first, keep encouraged;

Missing me one place, search another;

I stop somewhere, waiting for you.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

In our trench coats, David Lehman and I look as if we should be speaking on a detective novelist panel, but -- I don’t think that the allusion in the next poem I’ll read, “To a Chilling Wind,” will need any explanation to this audience.  The two American poets who probably have been most influential, at least two pre-modernist American poets who have been most influential in world literature have been Walt Whitman and Edgar Allen Poe.  In fact, the Symbolist movement in Europe in some ways is a response to the French response of Poe.  He is a poet that I think a lot of people, when they first come to poetry, fall in love with, and then as they get older feel a certain obligation to denounce.  I must confess I have never outgrown Mr. Poe, and I’d like to read you one of the poems that was not published during his lifetime, but only discovered after his death.  You all know it.  It’s called “Annabelle Lee.”

“It was many and many a year ago,

In a kingdom by the sea,

That a maiden there lived whom you may know

By the name of ANNABEL LEE;

And that [this] maiden she lived with no other thought

Than to love and be loved by me.

“I was a child and she was a child,

In this kingdom by the sea;

But we loved with a love that was more than love -

I and my Annabel Lee;

With a love that the winged seraphs of heaven

Coveted her and me.

And this was the reason that, long ago,

In this kingdom by the sea,

A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling

My beautiful Annabel Lee;

So that her highborn kinsman came

And bore her away from me,

To shut her up in a sepulcher

In this kingdom by the sea.

The angels, not half so happy in heaven,

Went envying her and me

Yes! that was the reason

(as all men know, In this kingdom by the sea)

That the wind came out of the cloud by night,

Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee.

“But our love was stronger by far than the love

Of those who were older than we

Of many far wiser than we

And neither the angels in heaven above,

Nor the demons down under the sea,

Can ever dissever my soul from the soul

Of the beautiful Annabel Lee.

For the moon never beams without bringing me dreams

Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;

And the stars never rise but I see [feel] the bright eyes

Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;

And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side

Of my darling, my darling, my life and my bride,

In the sepulcher there by the sea,

In her tomb by the sounding sea.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

Many American poets today regard as our great grandparents Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson.  A world-class recluse, Emily Dickinson lived most of her life in a house in Amherst, Mass., published only a handful of poems, and had no idea that after her death she would be as revered as she is for her great poems, more than 1,700 of them, some of them quite enigmatic and haunting, one of them being number 754, which I’d like to read.

“My Life had stood -- a Loaded Gun --

In Corners -- till a Day

The Owner passed -- identified --

And carried Me away --

“And now We roam in Sovereign Woods --

And now We hunt the Doe --

And every time I speak for Him --

The Mountains straight reply --

“And do I smile, such cordial light

Upon the Valley glow --

It is as a Vesuvian face

Had let its pleasure through --

“And when at Night -- Our good Day done --

I guard My Master's Head --

'Tis better than the Eider-Duck's

Deep Pillow -- to have shared --

“To foe of His -- I'm deadly foe --

None stir the second time --

On whom I lay a Yellow Eye --

Or an emphatic Thumb --

‘Though I than He -- may longer live

He longer must -- than I --

For I have but the power to kill,

Without -- the power to die –“

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

Poetry is not some single style, not some single approach to language or thematics.  What poetry is -- is a language, and like any language; it can articulate everything in human experience.  Emily Dickinson is most famous in our literature, I think, for the articulation of private experience.  

The poet I’m going to be reading, Emma Lazarus, is a poet who I think is most famous for her articulation of public experience.  Among the seven wonders of the ancient world was a great bronze statue of a warrior called the Colossus of Rhodes. When the French people gave to the United States a statue celebrating our first centenary, the Americans needed to raise the money for the pedestal, so they asked committees of artists, including poets, including Longfellow and Whitman, to write poems or donate manuscripts.  And a young woman, whose parents were Eastern European Jewish immigrants, named Emma Lazarus wrote a poem for the fundraiser that was so popular that when the statue was dedicated, President Grover Cleveland read it at the inauguration.  And in 1903, by public demand, it was carved on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty, where you can still find it.


“The New Colossus”

“Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame
With conquering limbs astride from land to land;
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame,
“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she
With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!””

[applause]

David Lehman:

What a great poem that is, and it really gives the meaning to the Statue of Liberty. There was nothing inevitable about the statue meaning “Mother of Exiles,” welcome to our shores.  It was that poem that informed the statue with its true meaning.

Edwin Arlington Robinson was born a few years before Robert Frost, and was once upon a time as famous as Frost, and now he’s one of our still great but underrated poets, and a very dark poet, a poet of very dark vision.  And one of his greatest poems is called “Eros Turannos,” which means “Tyrannical God of Love,” Eros, god of love, son of Aphrodite, goddess of beauty.  And here’s a poem about a couple in a lifelong relationship.

“She fears him, and will always ask

What fated her to choose him;

She meets in his engaging mask

All reasons to refuse him;

But what she meets and what she fears

Are less than are the downward years

Drawn slowly to the foamless weirs

Of age, were she to lose him.

“Between a blurred sagacity

That once had power to sound him,

And Love, that will not let him be

The Judas that she found him,

Her pride assuages her almost,

As if it were alone the cost.

He sees that he will not be lost,

And waits and looks around him.

“A sense of ocean and old trees

Envelops and allures him;

Tradition, touching all he sees,

Beguiles and reassures him;

“And all her doubts of what he says

Are dimmed with what she knows of days--

Till even prejudice delays,

And fades, and she secures him.

“The falling leaf inaugurates

The reign of her confusion;

The pounding wave reverberates

The dirge of her illusion;

And home, where passion lived and died,

Becomes a place where she can hide,

While all the town and harbor side

Vibrate with her seclusion.

“We tell you, tapping on our brows,

The story as it should be,

As if the story of a house

Were told, or ever could be;

We'll have no kindly veil between

Her visions and those we have seen,

As if we guessed what hers have been,

Or what they are or would be.

“Meanwhile we do no harm; for they

That with a god have striven,

Not hearing much of what we say,

Take what the god has given;

Though like waves breaking it may be,

Or like a changed familiar tree,

Or like a stairway to the sea

Where down the blind are driven.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

David and I both agree that Edwin Arlington Robinson is so unjustly neglected at the moment that we both decided to read a poem by him, but I wanted to read a poem that has actually an interesting Washington connection.  

If you know anything about Edwin Arlington Robinson’s life, you know that really until almost -- you know, until his mid-40s, he was a complete and utter failure, by even the most, you know, charitable standards.  And it reached the point after he had published his third book, he was too poor even to be sleeping in flop houses, so he had to rent a little cot to sleep out in the corridor of them, when at the White House Kermit Roosevelt came back from prep school and gave his father, President Theodore Roosevelt, who was in the middle of doing negotiations to end the Russian-Japanese war, a copy of a privately published book called “Children of the Night,” that had been published a number of years earlier.  

Roosevelt read it and was so moved by this book, which had been completely ignored by the literary establishment, that he wrote a review of it, which made Robinson famous.  And what he said about this next poem, “Luke Havergal,” was “I am not sure I understand Luke Havergal, but I am entirely sure that I like it,” which seems to me a very reasonable thing to say about poems, because poems speak to us in a way more immediate and more complex than mere reason.  They affect us with the totality of our humanity.  And this poem is a wonderfully mysterious poem, and in fact you might, listening to it, ask yourself three questions.  Who is speaking to Luke Havergal?  What is this voice asking Luke Havergal to do?  And should he do it?

“Luke Havergal,” by Edwin Arlington Robinson

“Go to the western gate, Luke Havergal,

There where the vines cling crimson on the wall,

And in the twilight wait for what will come.

The leaves will whisper there of her, and some,

Like flying words, will strike you as they fall;

But go, and if you listen she will call.

Go the western gate, Luke Havergal—

Luke Havergal.

“”No, there is not a dawn in eastern skies

To rift the fiery night that's in your eyes;

But there, where western glooms are gathering,

The dark will end the dark, if anything:

God slays Himself with every leaf that flies,

And hell is more than half of paradise.

No, there is not a dawn in eastern skies—

In eastern skies.

“Out of a grave I come to tell you this,

Out of a grave I come to quench the kiss

That flames upon your forehead with a glow

That blinds you to the way that you must go.

Yes, there is yet one way to where she is,

Bitter, but one that faith may never miss.

Out of a grave I come to tell you this—

To tell you this.

“There is the western gate, Luke Havergal,

There are the crimson leaves upon the wall.

Go, for the winds are tearing them away,—

Nor think to riddle the dead words they say,

Nor any more to feel them as they fall;

But go, and if you trust her she will call.

There is the western gate, Luke Havergal—

Luke Havergal.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

Perhaps never was a poet more aptly named than Robert Frost, because it’s very chilly in a lot of his poems. And frequently, as in the famous “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” he’s a traveler who feels the impulse to go into the woods.  And we remember the end of that poem; the woods are “lovely, dark, and deep, but I have promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep, and miles to go before I sleep.”  A lesser-known poem on the same theme, or a similar one, is called “Come In,” by Robert Frost.

“As I came to the edge of the woods,

Thrush music -- hark!

Now if it was dusk outside,

Inside it was dark.

“Too dark in the woods for a bird

By sleight of wing

To better its perch for the night,

Though it still could sing.

“The last of the light of the sun

That had died in the west

Still lived for one song more

In a thrush’s breast.

“Far in the pillared dark

Thrush music went --

Almost like a call to come in

To the dark and lament.

“But no, I was out for stars;

I would not come in.

I meant not even if asked;

And I hadn’t been.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

Poetry is the most ancient literary art.  It is, in fact, historically linked back to song, because in the ancient world song and poetry was the same art.  The one thing we know about all Greek lyric poetry is that it was sung.  And so, as in song, one of the pleasures of poetry is the pleasures of repetition, of hearing something again and again.  For that reason, I’ve tried to take one of Frost’s most familiar poems, “The Road Not Taken.”

“Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth.

“Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same.

“And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I saved [kept] the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted [if] I would [should] ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I--

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

[applause]

David Lehman:

Wallace Stevens was a vice president of the Hartford Assurance and Indemnity Corporation in Hartford, Connecticut, and a good example of a poet who did something other than teach for a living.  And he also wrote some of the most gorgeous poems of the 20th century.  

Here’s a 15-line poem about which dissertations have been written.  It’s called, “The Snow Man,” and I think it also proves that one can really enjoy great poetry without necessarily understanding it, certainly on a first reading.  I think it will kindle the interest to read it and read it again.

“The Snow Man”

“One must have a mind of winter

To regard the frost and the boughs

Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;

“And have been cold a long time

To behold the junipers shagged with ice,

The spruces rough in the distant glitter

“Of the January sun; and not to think

Of any misery in the sound of the wind,

In the sound of a few leaves,

“Which is the sound of the land

Full of the same wind

That is blowing in the same bare place

“For the listener, who listens in the snow,

And, nothing himself, beholds

Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

The Symbolist movement, which began with Edgar Allen Poe and moved to France, then returned to America in writers like Stevens -- and what they were trying to do was to take poetry and to, in their mind, “Raise it” -- to quote them -- “to the conditions of music,” which is in a sense to create a web of sound around you that affected you in ways that seemed above and beyond the pure sense of this.  

And to give you another moment, in addition to “The Snow Man,” where Stevens does this, this is the final section of his poem, “Peter Quince at the Clavier.” And it alludes to the story in the Bible of Susanna and the elders, you know, where these elders spy Susanna bathing and then they surprise her and demand that, you know, she make love to them.  And when she refuses, they tell her that, you know, if -- say no, that they will accuse her of adultery, and she’ll be stoned to death.  But she’s brought before I think the prophet Daniel, if I have my Bible straight, and he separates the two men and asks each of them under which tree did you see her commit adultery, and they give differing answers, and so they are put to death.  And Stevens, in this curious wonderful way alludes to that .  The end of “Peter Quince at the Clavier,” by Wallace Stevens.

“Beauty is momentary in the mind --

The fitful tracing of a portal;

But in the flesh it is immortal.

“The body dies; the body’s beauty lives.

So evenings die, in their green going,

A wave, interminably flowing.

So gardens die, their meek breath scenting

The cowl of winter, done repenting.

So maidens die, to the auroral

Celebration of a maiden’s choral.

“Susanna’s music touched the bawdy strings

Of those white elders; but, escaping,

Left only Death’s ironic scraping.

Now, in its immortality, it plays

On the clear viol of her memory,

And makes a constant sacrament of praise.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

William Carlos Williams was by profession a pediatrician, a doctor, and some of his poems are very simple in their language, and here’s one in the form of an apology, perhaps not a fully sincere apology.  It’s called “This is Just to Say.”

“This is Just to Say”

“I have eaten

the plums

that were in

the icebox

“and which

you were probably

saving

for breakfast

“Forgive me

they were delicious

so sweet

and so cold”

[applauase]

I had a teacher at Columbia, a great poet himself, who died last year, Kenneth Koch, who was so enchanted with this poem and with the possibilities of the insincere apology, that he did variations on this theme, the last one of which is:

“Last evening [night] we went dancing 

and I broke your leg.

Forgive me. 

I was clumsy 

“And I wanted you here in the wards, 

where I am the doctor!”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

Another poet whom we don’t often associate with humor, unlike Kenneth Koch, was T.S. Eliot, so I thought I would read you one of his humorous poems that, once again, were written rather late in his life in a book which I believe was posthumously gathered, called “Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats.”  This is the opening poem, called “The Naming of Cats.”

“The Naming of Cats is a difficult matter,

   
It isn’t just one of your holiday games;

You may think at first I’m as mad as a hatter

 
When I tell you, a cat must have THREE DIFFERENT NAMES.

First of all, there’s the name that the family use daily,

   
Such as Peter, Augustus, Alonzo or James,

Such as Victor or Jonathan, [or] George or Bill Bailey -

   
All of them sensible everyday names.

There are fancier names if you think they sound sweeter,

   
Some for the gentlemen, some for the dames:

Such as Plato, Admetus, Electra, Demeter -

   
But all of them sensible everyday names

But I tell you, a cat needs a name that’s particular,

   
A name that’s peculiar, and more dignified,

Else how can he keep up his tail perpendicular,

   
Or spread out his whiskers, or cherish his pride?

Of names of this kind, I can give you a quorum,

   
Such as Munkustrap, Quaxo, or Coricopat,

Such as Bombalurina, or else Jellylorum --

   
Names that never belong to more than one cat.

But above and beyond there’s still one name left over,

   
And that is the name that you never will guess;

The name that no human research can discover -

   
But THE CAT HIMSELF KNOWS, and will never confess.

When you notice a cat in profound meditation,

   
The reason, I tell you, is always the same:

His mind is engaged in a rapt contemplation

   
Of the thought, of the thought, of the thought of his name:

     

His ineffable effable

     

Effanineffable

Deep and inscrutable singular Name.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

Mary Ann Moore worked as a librarian in Brooklyn and rooted for the Brooklyn Dodgers, and perhaps her most famous poem is called “Poetry.”  It has a great opening.

“Poetry”

“I, too, dislike it: there are things that are important beyond

      all this fiddle.

   Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one

      discovers in

   it after all, a place for the genuine.

      Hands that can grasp, eyes

      that can dilate, hair that can rise

         if it must, these things are important not because a

“high-sounding interpretation can be put upon them but because

      they are

   useful. When they become so derivative as to become

      unintelligible,

   the same thing may be said for all of us, that we

      do not admire what

      we cannot understand: the bat

         holding on upside down or in quest of something to

“eat, elephants pushing, a wild horse taking a roll, a tireless

      wolf under

   a tree, the immovable critic twitching his skin like a horse

      that feels a flea, the base-

   ball fan, the statistician --

      nor is it valid

         to discriminate against “business documents and

school-books”; all these phenomena are important. One must make

      a distinction

   however: when dragged into prominence by half poets, the

      result is not poetry,

   nor till the poets among us can be

     “literalists of

      the imagination”-- above

         insolence and triviality and can present

“for inspection, “imaginary gardens with real toads in them,”

      shall we have

   it. In the meantime, if you demand on the one hand,

   the raw material of poetry in

      all its rawness and

      that which is on the other hand

         genuine, you are interested in poetry.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

There are interesting international exchanges that go on in poetry.  T.S. Eliot, who was born in St. Louis, died a British citizen, but at the same time the balance of payment was sort of met out when W.H. Auden became an American citizen.  This is a ballad by W.H. Auden called -- which appeared in his first book published after he had moved to the United States -- called “As I Walked Out One Evening.”

“As I walked out one evening,

    Walking down Bristol Street,

The crowds upon the pavement

    Were fields of harvest wheat.

“And down by the brimming river

    I heard a lover sing

Under an arch of the railway:

    “Love has no ending.

““I’ll love you, dear, I’ll love you

    Till China and Africa meet,

And the river jumps over the mountain

    And the salmon sing in the street.

““I’ll love you till the ocean

    Is folded and hung up to dry

And the seven stars go squawking

    Like geese about the sky.

““The years shall run like rabbits,

    For in my arms I hold

The Flower of the Ages,

    And the first love of the world.”

“But all the clocks in the city

    Began to whirr and chime:

“O let not Time deceive you

    You cannot conquer Time.

““In the burrows of the Nightmare

    Where Justice naked is,

Time watches from the shadow

    And coughs when you would kiss.

““In headaches and in worry

    Vaguely life leaks away,

And time will have his fancy

    To-morrow or to-day.

““Into many a green valley

    Drifts the appalling snow

Time breaks the threaded dances

    And the diver’s brilliant bow.

““O plunge your hands in water

    Plunge them up to the wrist;

Stare, stare in the basin

    And wonder what you’ve missed.

““The glacier knocks in the cupboard,

    The desert sighs in the bed,

And the crack in the tea-cup opens

    A lane to the land of the dead.

““Where the beggars raffle the banknotes

    And the Giant is enchanting to Jack,

And the Lily-white Boy is a Roarer

    And Jill goes down on her back.

““O look, look in the mirror,

    O look in your distress;

Life remains a blessing

    Although you cannot bless.

““O stand, stand at the window

    As the tears scald and start;

You shall love your crooked neighbor

    With your crooked heart.”

“It was late, late in the evening

    The lovers they were gone;

The clocks had ceased their chiming,

    And the deep river ran on.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

That’s a great poem.  I’m going to read two small sections of Langston Hughes’s “Montage of a Dream Deferred.”  He was one of the most important poets of the Harlem Renaissance, and this portion is called “Harlem.”

“What happens to a dream deferred?

“Does it dry up

like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore—

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over—

like a syrupy sweet?

“Maybe it just sags like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?”


~~~

“Same in Blues”

“I said to my baby,

Baby, take it slow.

I can’t, she said,

I can’t! I got to go!

   There’s a certain

    amount of traveling

    in a dream deferred.

“Lulu said to Leonard,

I want a diamond ring.

Leonard said to Lulu,

You won’t get a goddamn thing

    A certain amount

    of nothing

    in a dream deferred.

“Daddy, daddy, daddy,

All I want is you.

You can have me, baby—

but my lovin’ days is through.

    A certain amount

    of impotence

    in a dream deferred.

“Three parties

On my party line -

But that third party,

Lord, ain’t mine

    there’s liable 

    to be confusion

    in a dream deferred.

“From river to river

Uptown and down

There’s liable to be confusion

when a dream gets kicked around.”


~~~

“Comment on Curb”

“You talk like they

don’t kick dreams

around downtown.

    I expect they do—

    But I’m talking about

    Harlem to you!”
There’s a poem by May Swenson, who was a wonderful poet and not nearly as well known as she should be.  She wrote this in 1972.  It’s called “Staring at the Sea on the Day of the Death of Another.”

“The long body of the water fills its hollow,

slowly rolls upon its side,

and in the swaddlings of the waves,

their shadowed hollows falling forward with the tide,

“like folds of Grecian garments molded to cling

around some classic immemorial marble thing,

I see the vanished bodies of friends who have died.

“Each form is furled into its hollow,

white in the dark curl,

the sea a mausoleum, with countless shelves,

“some of the hollows empty, long niches in the tide.

One of them is mine

and gliding forward, gaping wide.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

I’d now like to read two poems by women poets who I knew and both of whom have passed on.  The first was by my teacher at Harvard, Elizabeth Bishop, and it’s a villanelle that she wrote towards the end of her life.  There is one little detail in it that I should explain; she never really knew her parents much.  And you know that – and so when she talks about losing something of her mother’s, it’s a loss actually much greater than the poem might be explicit about.  The poem is called “One Art.”

“The art of losing isn’t hard to master;

so many things seem filled with the intent

to be lost that their loss is no disaster.

“”Lose something every day. Accept the fluster

of lost door keys, the hour badly spent.

The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

“Then practice losing farther, losing faster:

places, and names, and where it was you meant 

to travel. None of these will bring disaster.

“I lost my mother’s watch. And look! my last, or

next-to-last, of three loved houses went.

The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

“I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster,

some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent.

I miss them, but it wasn’t a disaster.

“--Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture

I love) I shan’t have lied.  It’s evident

the art of losing’s not too hard to master

though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.”

[applause]

And now I think a poem that probably some of you know by heart, it’s by Gwendolyn Brooks, who served with me on the board of the Poetry Society of America.  It’s called “We Real Cool,” and it describes the pool players, seven at the Golden Shovel.

“We real cool. We

Left school. We

Lurk late. We

Strike straight. We

Sing sin. We

Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We

Die soon.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

Dana and I would like to acknowledge with thanks our two signers.  This is Jane Tubergen and we also have Stephanie Criner, and they’ve been with us all day and doing a magnificent job.

[applause]

Kenneth Koch, who died a year ago, wrote a poem called “Permanently.”

“Permanently”

“One day the Nouns were clustered in the street.

An Adjective walked by, with her dark beauty.

The Nouns were struck, moved, changed.

The next day a Verb drove up, and created the Sentence.

“Each Sentence says one thing –– for example, 

“Although it was a dark rainy 

day when the

Adjective walked by, I shall remember the 

pure and sweet expression on her face until the day I

perish from the green, effective earth.”

Or, “Will you please close the window, Andrew?”

“Or, for example, “Thank you, the pink pot of flowers on the window sill has changed color recently

to a light yellow, due to the heat from the boiler factory which exists nearby.”

“In the springtime the Sentences and the Nouns lay silently on the grass.

A lonely Conjunction here and there would call, “And! But!”

But the Adjective did not emerge.

“As the Adjective is lost in the sentence,

So I am lost in your eyes, ears, nose, and throat––

You have enchanted me with a single kiss

Which can never be undone

Until the destruction of language.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

David Lehman and I were invited to read our poems at the National Book Festival, but we decided that it was more important that poets celebrate poetry, and that’s why we chose to spend this time reading American poems.  But now, under the explicit orders of Dr. James Billington, Librarian of Congress, we will read a single poem of our own.  Mine is a ballad called “Summer Storm.”  It begins at a wedding.

“We stood on the rented patio

While the party went on inside.

You knew the groom from college.

I was a friend of the bride.

“We hugged the brownstone wall behind us

To keep our dress clothes dry

And watched the sudden summer storm

Floodlit against the sky.

“The rain was like a waterfall

Of brilliant beaded light,

Cool and silent as the stars

The storm hid from the night.

“To my surprise, you took my arm --

A gesture you didn't explain --

And we spoke in whispers, as if we two

Might imitate the rain.

“Then suddenly the storm receded

As swiftly as it came.

The doors behind us opened up.

The hostess called your name.

“I watched you merge into the group,

Aloof and yet polite.

We didn't speak another word

Except to say goodnight.

“Why does that evening's memory

Return with this night's storm --

A party twenty years ago,

Its disappointments warm?

“There are so many might have beens,

What ifs that won't stay buried,

Other cities, other jobs,

Strangers we might have married.

“And memory insists on pining

For places it never went,

As if life might be happier

Just by being different.”

[applause]

David Lehman:

That was “Summer Storm,” by Dana Gioia, and I would like to read a short poem called, “The Drowning.”

“My mother told me the story, and I believed it:

About the boy who went out too far,

Beyond the voices of older sister and smarter brother,

Exhausted father smoking a cigar and reading the paper,

“Distracted mother changing the baby's diaper:

He left them behind and walked into the sea

And vanished in the foam and never came back.

“And I promised that I wouldn't do what he did

But I wanted to know more about him, and vowed

To bring him back to life, and my mother laughed.

“And I am still that boy standing on the shore

Alone, abandoned by his grown-up brother, or

Stranded with the stranger that he married

And their ill-tempered brood, with sand in their hair,

As the waves advance, the spray hits the air

Like snow falling upwards, and nothing will bring him back,

The redhaired boy who commanded the waves,

With a conductor’s wand, before he disappeared in the sea,

In the story my mother told so well that even though

She made it up I was sure it had happened to me.”

[applause]

Dana Gioia:

Thank you for being here.  We’ll take a short break and then have the next reading begin.

[end of transcript]


