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Garrick Davis:

Ladies and gentlemen, join me in welcoming David Yezzi.  

David Yezzi:

Garrick,  thank you.  I’m very honored to be here and honored to be introduced by Garrick, who is himself a very fine poet, and am really thunder-struck by the extraordinary poets who have read here today and who will be reading later.  I’m very grateful to the Library of Congress and to the Chairman of the National Endowment of the Arts (NEA), Dana Gioia, for having me here today.  

My wife and I have a daughter, Susanna; she’s four.  She’s a very big fan of the Eloise books, I don’t know if you know these books, Kay Thompson, illustrated, the story of a young girl who lives by herself at the Plaza Hotel in New York in the care of a nanny.  And Eloise is a bit of a snob.  She is a little spoiled.  And she has two pets, I’ll mention just incidentally, Weenie, who I believe is her dog, and Skipper Dee, who I think is her turtle.  And Eloise travels.  She goes to Paris and she goes to Moscow.  

And I thought it would be interesting to imagine Eloise visiting a writers’ colony.  And so I have written a poem called, “Eloise At Yaddo.  Yaddo, of course, is the writers’ retreat in upstate New York.  “Eloise At Yaddo.” Oh, incidentally, I’ll mention, I recently learned that the character of Eloise, if I’m not mistaken, is based on Liza Minnelli, who lived at the Plaza, and Kay Thompson at one point worked on a film with Liza Minnelli’s father, and that’s the connection.  So, here’s “Eloise At Yaddo.” 

You know my name.  It’s me, Eloise.  

And I’m rather fond of rhymey things,

 i.e. and namely, vis-à-vis poems, poems, poems, 

and the oddest folks who write them, 

who are often namely poets.  

Nanny says that poets like the tune of their own voices, 

and that they ride in old sedans and never in Rolls-Royces, 

which they don’t mind because they’re rich in words.  

That’s what they do.  

They live for them.  

And when they’re old, they die for them. 

 It’s true.  

And rather sad, sad, sad.  

Their clothes are bad.  

They don’t live at the Plaza.  

But Weenie can’t write a villanel, 

neither can Skipper Dee.  

So you see, 

poets still have an upper hand and are rather grand, 

at least to themselves.  

And me, Eloise.

[applause] 

My -- Susanna’s not a great fan of my poems.  She likes poetry but she finds mine lacking, insofar as they are not accompanied by pictures, and I’ve been working on that.  The Eloise poems actually just been recently set to music, but I think I need to find an illustrator to imagine this escapade.  A couple more poems in which Susanna features, I came across recently in an annotated edition of The Night Before Christmas, a legend from Italy, of a woman named Bufanna.  And, Bufanna was rather unfortunate; she was invited to go with the Wise en to Bethlehem to witness the birth of Jesus, and she was too busy.  

She had some sweeping up to do and she just couldn’t quite make it.  So, she spent half of her life kind of regretting this blunder.  

And so she goes around at Christmas time and gives, you know, treats to children in their stockings.  And just as she’s leaving them, she peers into the face of the child to see if she might in fact get that missed glimpse of the face of the baby Jesus.  It’s called, “Bufanna: A Bedtime Story.” 

In Italy, a woman we are told, screwed up her chance to ride to Bethlehem with the Wise Men for the first Epiphany, though why they road that way remains obscure.  

Poor gal.  She missed her ship, as we’d have done, or as we have done many times before,  

Despondent on the key in diesel smoke as our steamer -- as our liner steams for warmer latitudes.  

In Sunday school when I was young, I learned that the beggar in the park was Jesus Christ, 

As was Aunt Faith, who hid her cigarettes and whose butt ends were ringed with blood-red Os.  

That’s just to say, he’s not too hard to miss.  

I still avoid each hand out with a wave.  

And I never over came my childish dread of Aunt Faith’s lipstick and nicotine-stale breath.  

So here’s Bufanna, who finally figures out the colossal blotch she’s made of her long life.  It might have been so different, you see.  

She leaves her peasant shack at Christmastime to stuff strange children’s stockings full of sweets.  

Sorry angel, daddy didn’t mean to hold so tight.  

I like to give you kisses.  

And so Bufanna, you know what she does? 

She visits little girls while they’re in bed and leaves them candy in their winter socks, and that’s why now your stocking is hanging up.  

Tonight, she’ll come while you’re asleep.  

And when she’s hidden a new toy or foiled surprise, she’ll draw close, as close as I am now.  

And in your sleeping face, don’t be afraid, she’ll keep watch for the sleeping face of God.  

[applause] 

There’s been actually quite a bit of important talk today about literature and the promotion of literacy, and I guess I’d want to acknowledge a debt to a really outstanding poet, Marie Ponsot, who I had the pleasure to accompany to a class that she was giving in El Barrio, in Spanish Harlem, in New York City.  And she was working with a group of adult students of English as a Second Language, and she had everyone in the room write a poem.  And she suggested a particular form of poem, a tritina, which was something that she had invented.  

It’s half a sestina, which is three three-line stanzas in which the end words repeat in a particular pattern.  And she kind of walked us through it, and I was doing it along with everyone.  And this is the poem that came from that extraordinary session with Marie Ponsot, and it’s called, “Tritina for Susanna.” 

The water off these rocks is green and cold.  

The sandless coast takes the tide in its mouth as a wolf brings down a deer or lifts its child.  

I walked this bay before you were my child.  

Your fingers stinging brightly in the cold, I take each one and warm it in my mouth.  

Though I’ve known this shore for years, my mouth holds no charms of use to you, my child.  

You will have to learn the words to ward off cold.  

And know them, cold, child, in your open mouth.

[applause] 

My wife and I were married in 1998, and we immediately moved to San Francisco for a couple of years, where I would take the Caltrain down the peninsula.  On my way, I would pick up a copy of the “San Francisco Chronicle,” the paper of the now director of literature (at NEA), David Kipen, who is in the room, and maybe he’ll remember this story.  There was actually a series of kind of human interests, human interests stories that involved unusual occurrences when animals attacked people.  

There was one in which a zebra had kind of crashed through a gate and injured a father and son, and quite a striking and terrible story of an elderly woman who had been attacked by a fox. And what she did to ward off the fox was to grab hold of it and not let go of it, until many, many hours later she was found by a neighbor.  And the poem that kind of recounts this incident begins with the newspaper account, and then jumps to the incident itself, then to later, the recovery in the hospital.  And so those are quick jumps, but I think you’ll be able to follow it.  It’s called, “Woman Holding a Fox.” 

Buried inside page three below the fold, a woman crumpled on fresh dirt begins to get the gist, that she has lost the use of her left leg,

That when she tripped, her hip gave out.  

Shock explains this all to her, a self-assured young doctor mouthing, “rest.” 

The reason for the break, a rabid fox that came at her when she stepped out for half a cigarette.  

Age 79, the paper said.  

She hadn’t toppled far; merely down her few front steps, 

But late enough that no one finds her ‘til the following day.  

And here’s the eerie part.  

Just when she thinks to drag herself down to the curb, the twisted fox comes back.  

In hours her arms are bitten blue, 

Waving, her one defense.  

Her glasses lost in tufted grass, she hears it thread the underbrush before she sees it leap.  At two o’clock, a nurse toggles the lamp, something for the pain.  

Since after dark, the fox has come to look on her as prey, the way he circles, then descends.  

This is no dream, she tells herself.  

Yet, it had seemed unreal from the initial streak of red, a comedy at first, a photo op, 

Then, something else.  

An eye-white flash our unsuspecting trust shields us from until the outward show no longer jibes.  

She’s landed in her garden row, 

Her Marlboro still smoking on the carefully weeded path.  

Beyond the gate, a sunset has begun,  

The swatch of sky above her roof dyed jacaranda blue.  

These are things she sees as she assumes things can’t get worse,

But then they do.  

When it returns, she clasps it to herself.  

Somehow she’s managed to affix small hands around its muzzle and bared teeth.  

All night she feels it panting and enraged, and then weirdly calm, 

So, off and on for hours until someone spots her there.  

A neighbor comes.  

She knows that now.  

But on the sedge, she hadn’t guessed that it would end so well.  

As for what crowds her head, a single thought repeated in contrition, while the same minute extends, infinitely regressing between mirrors set opposed.  

Music’s playing down the hall, carried on a crack of light that show husband door ajar.  

It’s nearly dawn.  

I have not killed the fox.  

My arms barely keep hem hemmed.  

My fingers have gone limp.  

Across the lawn, an amniotic slick of dew gives off a silver sheen and sudden cold.  

“I’m glad you happened by,” she wryly croaks when he appears.  

Before he batters in the hissing fox, he asks her why she simply didn’t let it run away.  

“I know this creature pretty well by now.”  

She shows her skin.  

It’s true, she understands the fox,

And wonders if she has always known that he was there.  

Known it when her first child was born and known it to the day her husband died three years ago.  

At any rate, she knows it now.  

And will always keep him close in her embrace from day to day, up to a time when memories of these no longer serve.

[applause] 

The -- I’m going to mangle this.  I know I’m not going to get this right.  So, I apologize in advance.  The theologian Reinhold Niebuhr was the author of the serenity prayer, which you may know.  And I’m afraid I’m just going to badly paraphrase it, but it’s, you know, “God give me the strength to accept the things that I cannot change, the power to change the things that I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”  It’s a wonderful prayer, and so I guess this poem is with apologies to Reinhold Niebuhr.  It’s called, “Acceptance Speech.” 

Accept the things you cannot change, the bleating clock, the nightly go, dog leash in tow around the block.  

Neural chemistry, patchy hair, a longing stair and x-ray eye.  

And the niggling fact that things will stay roughly this way, to be exact.  

Forgive the things you cannot have, the supple bod, taut undergrads.  

A nicer pad, long chats with God.  

An older name, your peers’ respect, the all correct, unbridled fame, a sense of ease in your own skin.  

A lighter burden by degrees. 

The life you’d swap for on the train sight unseen is much like yours, though it appears more green.  

So why this pain that shorts the breath and spoils your health? 

You grow serene, not yet, but after your will resigns a few more times with heavy laughter.  

[applause] 

I think I’ll just read a few more poems.  One -- I mentioned our daughter Susanna.  My wife and I had identical twin boys this year, just to add to the confusion.  And, I’ll read a poem about kind of waiting for this event to take place.  It may be confusing insofar as there’s a suggestion on the poem that we know that this is going to happen tomorrow, but you know, anyone who’s kind of been through this will understand that, especially with twins, which, you know, Sarah brought to full term, it just got to the point where they just decided now was a good time.  They were going to schedule it.  So we went in, and that’s why we knew that tomorrow was going to be the day.  The poem is called, “Vigil.” 

Tonight I sit alone, unattended by friends or the sounds of muted city streets in August.  

It’s late.  

A light flicks on in the neighbor’s bathroom window, and off as he returns to bed.  

No occasional confidant calls for the latest news, distracted, as we all are these days.  

The clock blinks on the radiator, and dawn addresses the panes without brilliance, but with a casual warmth.  

Tomorrow our boys will be born,  

If science and God’s good grace and my wife’s fortitude hold out for a little.  

So that they will grow, have children, or not have children,

Also, find love or not.  

Live long or briefly, and fuse some way into generations,

A future they already bequeath to us.

[applause] 

I’ll read a poem that is set in New York City, where we are living at the moment.  And it takes place on, you know, a huge lawn much like this one, and describes an experience in which a figure that’s seen in the distance, as it approaches turns out to be something quite different than was originally thought, initially thought.  It’s called The Double.”  

On sheep meadow, an old man picks his way past sunning bodies, which, though it’s early April, fill the grass.  

The wind lifts up his coattails, flings them sidelong, flapping against his cane.  

In the distance.

And as he comes across the wide expanse of green, he seems to float over blowing shoals, 

Walking on the risen sticks and hunched, for old men tire easily.  

He is tired, on windy passages.  

But wind has power to blur the wobbly world.  

A tall man certainly, but hardly old.  

My age, in fact.

How had there been a cane? 

Unless the brain works with the eye to fill in for gaps we find.  

Now close, he looks like me.  

Strange to think that he’s no nearer age and death than I.  

The young man walking out of the older man, like a snakeskin shed, the same one he will wear again some day.

[applause] 

Thank you.  I’ll just read, I think, two more poems.  Several years ago I was asked by George Plimpton, who was then the editor of the “Paris Review,” if I would write a poem under a title that the magazine would suggest, and they asked, you know, a great number of poets to try this out.  And the titles that they gave were -- some of them from, you know, from famous movies like “Jaws,” or “Doctor Strangelove.”  Some of the titles apparently made no sense or had no connection to literature or film.  

Seamus Heaney I think wrote a poem called -- the title was “An Empty Surf Board on a Flat Sea.” And then some of the titles that they suggested were of classic poems.  I chose one of those.  Robert Herrick’s -- actually Daniel Hoffman reading here just a few minutes ago.  I was making a reference to these poems of Robert Herrick’s.  This is Robert Herrick’s great poem called, “Upon Julia’s Breasts.” And I thought that, you know, if one were to write a poem under that title these days, you might have to take a slightly different tack, slightly more circumambulatory, kind of sneak up on it a little bit.  Those Elizabethans were a randy bunch.  

And so o, something with a little more tact, a little more grace.  

And, I should mention there’s a word in the poem that maybe unfamiliar.  It’s -- “callipygian” refers to someone possessing a shapely bottom.  And, there’s an epigraph to the poem from Alan Tate.  The epigraph is, “Who now reads Herrick?”  “Upon Julia’s Breasts.” 

Since our proscriptive age cannot abide the mannish gazing that’s objectified the female shape, 

Both gamy and slim and more curvaceous in its liniments, I swore correctness  

Chiefly to avoid the din one risks to laud the callipygian.  

So, turning chicken, now I praise your skin, 

Rubbed with fresh herbs. 

And hungrily begin to taste the parts you helped me to prepare so plump for my delight And ravished, dare to broadcast that your white meat drives me wild.  

Dear circummortal chef, sweet Julia Child.

[laughter and applause]  

I’ll finish with one last poem.  All I’ll say about this is that I’ve been writing poems recently that tend to show the speaker in less than a flattering light.  Maybe all of the poems I’ve been doing -- reading have been doing that.  But at any rate, the hope is that, or the thought is that, you know, we all have our weaker moments, and that maybe there would be occasional recognition.  But this is called, “The Call.” 

The call comes and you’re out.  

When you retrieve the message and return the call, you learn that someone you knew distantly has died.  

The bereaved partner takes you through the news.  

She wants to tell you personally how he fought, and then how suddenly he went.  

She is stunned.  

And you feel horrible for her, though somewhat dazed, since he was not a friend, just someone you saw once or twice a year.  

And who, in truth, always produced a shudder.  

You confess that you never liked him much,  

Not to her of course, but silently to yourself.  

You feel ashamed.  

Or rather, think the word ashamed, and hurry off the line.  

That’s when the image of him appears more vividly, with nicotine-stained fingertips and hair like desert weeds fetched up on chicken wire.  

The rapacious way he always buttonholed you at a launch, his breath blousy with wine.  

Well, that will never, ever happen again.  

One less acquaintance who stops to say hello,

Apparently happy at the sight of you.  

So why, then, the surprising queasiness, not of repulsion, but of something like remorse, 

That comes on you without your guessing it, 

‘Til the very thing that nagged you most, his laugh perhaps, becomes the music that you miss, 

Or think you do, or want to.  

Now he’s gone.  

Thank you.  

[applause] 

[end of transcript]


