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Female Speaker:

From the Library of Congress, in Washington D.C.

Dana Gioia: 

I regret to say that the poetic, Michael Harper, is ill and he's still in Rhode Island.  We only found out this morning, and so what I've decided to do is to try to have some fun.  I have challenged my colleagues at the National Endowment for the Arts with the task of each of us reciting a poem from memory.  Which is to say, to model the behavior we're trying to palm off on high school students with the [Poetry Out Loud:] National Recitation Contest.  I've invited our poets to participate so you will hear some of the poets that you've already read their own work recite a poem that they love, as well as some of my colleagues.  I thought I would start off just to get the ball rolling.  I will do -- and if people want to come up a second time, if we have time, the sky's the limit.  Thought I would begin with a beautiful sonnet from Shakespeare, and not one that you ever see anthologized. 
 [All poems are in the correct format and may differ from what is recited.]
 “Sonnet 27”
Weary with toil, I haste me to my bed,

The dear repose of limbs with travel tired;

But then begins a journey in my head

To work my mind, when body's work's expired:
For then my thoughts -- from far where I reside --
Intend a zealous pilgrimage to thee,

And keep my drooping eyelids open wide,

Looking on blackness that the blind do see:
Save that my soul's imaginary sight

Presents thy shadow to my sightless view,

Which, like a jewel hung in ghastly night,

Makes black night beauteous, and her old face new.

            Lo! thus, by day my limbs, by night my mind,

             For thee, and for myself, no quiet find.

[applause]

Sunil Iyengar:
Hi, I'm Sunil Iyengar, I'm the director of Research for the National Endowment for the Arts, and I'd be remiss if I didn't say to grab one of our publications in the back if you have time.  I'd like to recite this poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins, “Spring.”  It's very appropriate for a balmy fall day.  Here it goes:

“Spring”
NOTHING is so beautiful as spring -- 
  When weeds, in wheels, look long and lovely and lush;
  Thrush’s eggs look little low heavens, and thrush 
Through the echoing timber does so rinse and wring 
The ear, it strikes like lightnings to hear him sing;
  The glassy peartree leaves and blooms, they brush
  The descending blue; that blue is all in a rush 
With richness; and racing lambs too have fair their fling.

What is all this juice and all this joy?
  A strain of the earth’s being in the beginning
In Eden garden. --Have, get, before it cloy, 
  Before it cloud, Christ, lord, and sour with sinning, 
Innocent mind and Mayday in girl and boy,
  Most, O maid’s child, thy choice and worthy the winning.


I think I flubbed the last two lines, but --

[applause]

Victoria Hutter:
Wow, I wasn't expecting this.  I'm Victoria Hutter.  I am the director of Communications for the NEA, managing a wonderful staff of 11 people in all things communicating.  I will be reciting “Success is Counted Sweetest” by Emily Dickinson.

“Success is Counted Sweetest”
Success is counted sweetest 
By those who ne'er succeed.  
To comprehend a nectar 
Requires sorest need.  
Not one of all the purple host 
Who took the flag to-day 
Can tell the definition, 
So clear, of victory! 

As he, defeated, dying,
On whose forbidden ear
The distant strains of triumph
Burst agonized and clear!

[applause]

Paulette Beete:
Hi, I'm Paulette Beete, I work in the office of communications with Victoria.  I have received a dispensation from the chairman to read some of my own work.  I have not received a dispensation to have cheat notes, so don't tell him.


“Jumping at the Green Mill”
I.

Ross is a cocktail swoop

of eyebrows in two-toned shoes.

He puts on his sermon face,

prays the music right out of the band,

Man, I want to hear that, hit me again!

Syncopated hands clap so hard the beat

shoots from his heels straight

through his elbows his shoulders

shake off into their own rhythm section.

Halfway through “Loose Lips,” his hair

unpompadours & notes

swoon from his mouth

till the air swings with

the remembered creak of bedsprings.

II.

Jimmy dances 

his bass in a slow drag

samba cheek cradled

against murmuring neck,

hands fingerspell

endearments.

Gareth huddles over

his guitar rocking

his colicky first-born,

fingers sing 

pizzicato lullabies.

III.

Jonathan fingers 

each key like

a ripe nipple

spits his soul

into the horn

follows each phrase

with a smile

that lights him

like a votive.

When he solos

his body shakes

the notes until

they forget to find

their way out.

He swallows

music bursts

a gust of sound

flies straight 

through his skin.

IV.

A woman closes her eyes

feels an A-flat finger

between her legs jungle drums

solder to her hips. She becomes

the instant between sound

& hearing.

Thank you.

[applause]

Eavan Boland:
I chose a poem from the 19th century.  I think it's one of the great dark love poems of the language, but it needs a word of explanation.  It's by Longfellow.  It's called “The Cross of Snow,” and it's not quite what you associate with him, but the brief word of explanation is this: he was very united in his marriage and they had a daughter of 15, and one day when he went -- his wife went across, in the old way, to heat the curling tongs to curl her hair, her skirt caught fire and she was burned to death.  She died a couple of days later.  And about 18 years later, Longfellow went back into the room in which she had died, and he wrote this wonderful sonnet that's called “The Cross of Snow,” where he thinks of himself like a mountain, where the snow never melts because of that grief.


“The Cross of Snow”

In the long, sleepless watches of the night,
  A gentle face--the face of one long dead--
  Looks at me from the wall, where round its head
  The night-lamp casts a halo of pale light.
Here in this room she died; and soul more white
  Never through martyrdom of fire was led
  To its repose; nor can in books be read
  The legend of a life more benedight.
There is a mountain in the distant West
  That, sun-defying, in its deep ravines
  Displays a cross of snow upon its side.
Such is the cross I wear upon my breast
  These eighteen years, through all the changing scenes
  And seasons, changeless since the day she died. 

Thank you

[applause]

Dan Chasen:
I'm Dan Chasen.  I'm going to say the last of Wallace Stevens' “Sunday Morning.” This reading is sponsored by Apple's iPhone because I actually just had to check on of the lines which I misremembered, and could do so instantly on my new iPhone, so I implore you to get one; it's unbelievable, it'll change your life.  Better than anything else I own.  

Wallace Stevens' “Sunday Morning” [section 8, last 14 lines]
             “Sunday Morning”
We live in an old chaos of the sun,
Or old dependency of day and night,
Or island solitude, unsponsored, free,
Of that wide water, inescapable.
Deer walk upon our mountains, and the quail
Whistle about us their spontaneous cries;
Sweet berries ripen in the wilderness;
And, in the isolation of the sky,
At evening, casual flocks of pigeons make
Ambiguous undulations as they sink,
Downward to darkness, on extended wings.

Thanks.

[applause]

J. Allyn Rosser:
Yet another poem by Emily Dickinson, who probably, if there was a poets yearbook, would have been “Most Memorizable.”  That's what it would have said under her picture.  Well, I'll tell you first, what I love about Emily Dickinson is the way she takes every word and wrings it for every bit of juice she can get out of it.  In this poem, for example, the word “difference” has two meanings and she's using both of them.  One is change -- difference, and one is mathematical -- what remains when you subtract something.

“There’s a Certain Slant of Light”

There’s a certain slant of light,

On winter afternoons,

That oppresses, like the weight

Of cathedral tunes.

Heavenly hurt it gives us;

We can find no scar,

But internal difference

Where the meanings are.

None may teach it anything,

’T is the seal, despair,—

An imperial affliction

Sent us of the air.

When it comes, the landscape listens,

Shadows hold their breath;

When it goes, ’t is like the distance

On the look of death.

[applause]

David Gewanter:
My name is David Gewanter.  I was a couple of tents over doing “River of Words,” which is a wonderful program for children, connecting them to their environments with poems and art.  End of announcement.  I have a really short poem, and you know haikus have another form that people don't like, which is the haiban, which is this long-winded explanation about a really short poem.  So here's the haiban to this really short poem.  Once, years ago, I was standing next to President Clinton.  It was a poetry event at the White House and I thought, “I've got to say something to this guy.”  So he had read out a Frost poem as one of his favorite poems and I said, “I know a Frost poem, but it's really short, and it's actually not very good either.”  I recite this poem in my panic to him and he says -- I'll tell you the poem in a bit, I'm trying to make it more interesting with this story -- he says, “Ugh, I've got the same problem with the dog and cat.  Trying to get the dog and cat to get along with is like getting Netanyahu and Arafat to talk.”  I say “Which one is the dog?”  
[laughter]

Anyway, things go on from there.  Here's the poem by Robert Frost.  It's a subtle, mysterious poem called “The Span of Life.”

“The Span of Life”


My old dog barks backwards without getting up.
I can remember when he was a pup.

Thank you.

[applause]

Molly Peacock:
Well continuing in the haiku vein, this is my favorite haiku by a child.  The child was not taught to write haiku with the 7-5-7 syllabic arrangement.  The instructions were to write two lines about nature and then a surprise, and here it is.

Spring is here!
The tulips are coming up!
A car blows up.

[laughter]


And one night I was at a party with a lot of Hungarians, and each Hungarian stood up and recited a poem.  And they were going around the table, and then I knew that eventually they were going to come to me, and my panic mounted, because although I do remember poems, such as the three lines I just memorized and said to you, I don't remember them under pressure very well.  So I have a piece of paper in front of me, and this is Elizabeth Barrett Browning's “Sonnet 24”.
“Sonnet 24”

Let the world's sharpness, like a clasping knife,

Shut in upon itself and do no harm

In this close hand of Love, now soft and warm,

And let us hear no sound of human strife

After the click of the shutting. Life to life—

I lean upon thee, Dear, without alarm,

And feel as safe as guarded by a charm

Against the stab of worldlings, who if rife

Are weak to injure. Very whitely still

The lilies of our lives may reassure

Their blossoms from their roots, accessible

Alone to heavenly dews that drop not fewer,

Growing straight, out of man's reach, on the hill.

God only, who made us rich, can make us poor.

[applause]

David Kipen:
If I'd known you could do a haiku, this would be a very different experience.  I'm David Kipen, I'm the director of literature for National Reading Initiatives at the NEA and the program director for something call the “Big Read,” and I have no dispensation from the chairman to read my own poetry, but in a minute I may just do it anyway.  In the meantime, however, I have something to read.  I have a reputation around the office as sort of a fiction guy, without as much interest in poetry as some of the folks around me.  There's no truth to this rumor, and for that reason I'm going to read a great poem called “Pale Fire” by Vladimir Nabokov.  Some of you who know it may know that it's 999 lines long.  For that reason, I just memorized the first 12, and since the last eight evaporated, I'm going to read the first four.

“Pale Fire”

I was the shadow of the waxwing slain 
By the false azure in the windowpane;
I was the smudge of ashen fluff -- and I 
Lived on, flew on, in the reflected sky.

[applause]

I'll take that for a dispensation.  And now the poem that I wrote this morning when I should have been memorizing the other 995 lines of “Pale Fire” is a fairly obscure poetic form, I wonder if even the chairman knows it.  It's called a villanova [sic, villanelle]? And I copied it out of Wikipedia, so I get it just right.  The villanelle, hang on.  The villanelle: a poem of eight lines, written in haste with an embarrassingly childish rhyme scheme, interrupted by a snatch of bad but unforgettable 1960s pop song craft, and in general sounding like the work of a poet with an MFA from a university better known for its football program. 
[laughter]

            A Villanelle.


Michael Harper couldn't make it.
In his place, we feel so naked.
Conning sonnets on the sly,
Oh that chairman, what a guy.
I don't think that I can take it
'Cause it took so long to bake it.  
When in doubt breathe deep and fake it
If Michael Harper should fail to make it.

[laughter and applause]

Dana Gioia:
Thank you to the brave participants of our impromptu reading.  If you think you'll embarrass me for being cruel, no good.  This being Washington, let me end with a little poem, sort of appropriate to the occasion.  It's by an utterly forgotten British poet of the early 20th century named Humbert Wolfe, and it's called “The British Journalist.”  

“The British Journalist”

You cannot hope 
to bribe or twist, 
thank God! The 

British journalist.
But, seeing  what 

the man will do 

Unbribed, there's 

no occasion to.  
[laughter]

Take a break for a few minutes, and then we will have our final reader, Stanley Plumly.  
Thank you.

[applause]

Female Speaker:
This has been a presentation of The Library of Congress.  Visit us at loc.gov.

[end of transcript]

