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John Peedee:

On behalf of the National Endowment for the Arts, I would like to welcome you and thank you for being here.  This will be our last reading of the day.  

It's my pleasure to introduce the poet and fiction writer Benjamin Alire Saenz.  He was born in his grandmother's house in New Mexico.  His father was a cement finisher, and his mother a cook, and no matter how far his literary career has carried him since then, and it has carried him far, he has never lost the geography of those roots.  He has never lost the spirit of that house.  He has never abandoned the richness of the language, and the story that he learned from the people between two cultures; that of Mexico and of America.  

He studied at the University of Iowa and Stanford University as a Wallace P. Stegner Fellow, and for those of you all who are involved in creative writing, you know that this is really the highest fellowship in writing and certainly the most distinguished writing program historically.  His first collection of poetry, “The Counter of Dust,” won the American Book Award.  He's also the author of a collection of short stories, “Flowers for the Broken,” the novel, “Carry Me like Water,’ several children's books and a collection of poems, “Elegies in Blue,” which was published in 2002.  

This year he has been also quite busy.  He will have two books coming out next year, both of which were just recently accepted by publishers: a novel, “Imperfect Light,” and a collection of poems, “Dreaming the End of War,” and he will read from that manuscript. Saenz's poetry is unique in his exploration of the Hispanic culture that exists in his native California and Mexico, and he brings that to life, not only as an artist, but also as a teacher of creative writing at the University of Texas at El Paso.  Please join me in joining Benjamin Saenz.

[applause]

Benjamin Alire Saenz:

It's a real pleasure to be here.  I'm going to start off by reading a poem to one of my great mentors, the poet Denise Levertov, who I owe a great debt of gratitude, not simply because she taught me so much about poetry, but also because she so deeply believed in poetry and its role in this country and in our culture, and she was also a great friend.  In fact, it was she who was responsible for the publication of my first book.  So I -- and it's an elegy.  “Denise Levertov, Poet and Political Activist Dies at 74.”

That was the headline 

in the obits 

in The New York Times.  

December, a good month to die, 

‘97, a warm winter on the border. 

Was it cold in Seattle?  

It was night when Rose called.  

I couldn’t talk.  

I picked up your last book.  

I held it in my hands.  

I stared at your poems. 

That night, they were just words.  

Poetry can praise, 

can dispense wisdom, 

can console.  

Denise, there are times 

that words are shallow, 

and to utter them is to insult the dead, 

and to insult the living too.  

I couldn’t talk.  

I had a dream.  

I heard a voice.  

When you are hungry, 

is that when you know food?  

When you are thirsty, 

is that when you know water?  

When you are dead, 

is that when you know death?  

I woke and asked.  

When do you know God?  

Did poetry matter in the end?  

What was the last question you held?  

You were older than my mother.  

I never thought of you that way.  

I see you riding a bike.  

I see you looking into my face, 

explaining something urgent.  

You are trying to make me understand.  

You think I'm being stubborn.  

I think you are being stubborn.  

I see you climbing the steps to your house.  

You are surrounded by flowers.  

You know the names 

of each one of them, 

know which seasons they will bloom.  

You turn and point to a heron on the lake.  

I'm walking next to you at a march.  

I turn and read the sign you hold.  

The words become a poem 

and you are reading it.  

I see your hands 

moving across the keys of a piano; 

never enough music, 

never enough books, 

never enough rain.  

I don't remember 

if I thanked you in the end 

for what you gave.  

Denise, you who believed 

in politics and art 

and poetry and God, 

you who became Catholic 

in the end.  Tell me that death
is not a bitter thing.  

There has been enough loneliness 

and rage in the living.  

Tell me we 

are done with that.  

Tell me the poor 

were saved.  

Tell me the poor 

were saved   

I have a new manuscript entitled, “Dreaming the End of War,” which is and is not related to the events of 9/11.  I started this manuscript because I was exploring through poetry the dynamics of male identity and nationality and violence and war, and how we come unfortunately to become men through violence very often, or through the discourse of violence.  And so, this -- it's divided into dreams.  It's one long poem actually, and this is the fifth dream.  It's called, “Bullets and Deserts and Borders.”

A man is walking toward me. 
He is alone.
He has been walking through the desert. 
He has been walking for days. 
He has been walking for years. 
His lips are dry 
and cracking 
like a piece of spent soil.
I can see his open wounds. 
His eyes are dark 
as a Tanzanian night. 

He discovers I have been watching 
though he has long ceased to care 
what others see. I ask him 
his name, ask him what
has brought him here, ask 
him to name
his angers and his loves. 
He opens his mouth
to speak—
but just as his words hit 
the air, a bullet 
pierces his heart.

I do not know
the country
of this man’s birth. I only know 
that he is from
the desert. He has the worn 
look of despair
that only rainless days can give. 
That is all I know. 
He might have been born 
in Jerusalem. He might have been 
born in Egypt. He might 
have been the direct descendant 
of a pharaoh. His name 
might have been Ptolemy. 
His name might have been 
Moses. Or Jesus. 
Or Muhammad. 
He might have been a prophet.
He might have been a common thief. 
He might have been a terrorist 
or he might have been just
another man destined 
to be worn down 
by the ceaseless, callous storms. 
He might have come
from a country named Afghanistan. 
He might have been from Mexico.

He might have been 
looking for a well. 
His dreams were made of water. 
His lips touching 
water—yes—
that is what he was dreaming. 

I can still hear the sound of the bullet.

The man reappears. 
It does not matter 
 I do not want him
in my dreams. He is
searching through the rubble
of what was once his house. 
There are no tears on his 
face. His lips still yearn 
for water.

I wake. I begin to believe 
that the man has escaped 
from Auschwitz. Perhaps he sinned 
against the Nazis because
he was a collaborator or because 
he was Jewish
or because he loved another man. 
He has come 
to the desert looking 
for a place he can call home.
I fall asleep trying 
to give the man a name. 

The man is now
walking toward a city 
that is no longer there.

I am the man. 
I see clearly now.  I am 
awake now. 
It is me.  It has taken me
a long time to know this.
I am a Palestinian. 
I am an Israeli. 
I am a Mexican. 
I am an American. 
I am a busboy in a tall building
that is about to collapse. 
I am attending a Seder and I am

tasting my last bitter 
herb. I am a boy who has learned
all his prayers.  I am bowing 
toward Mecca in a house 
whose roof will soon collapse 
on my small frame. 
I am a servant.  I shine shoes 
and wash the feet 
of the rich.  I am an illegal. 
I am a Mexican who hates all  -- I am a Mexican who hates all Americans. 
I am an American who hates all Mexicans.
I am a Palestinian who hates all Israelis. 
I am an Israeli who hates all Palestinians.
I am a Palestinian Jew who hates himself. 

I am dying of all this knowledge.
I am dying of thirst. 
I am a river that will never know water again. 
I am becoming dust. 

I am walking toward my home. 
Mexico City?  Washington?
Mecca?  Jerusalem? 
I don’t know.  I don’t know.

I am walking in the desert. 

I see that I am reaching a border.

A bullet is piercing my heart.

[applause]

Thank you.  I have another selection entitled, “The Names and Their Gods.”

Day after day I hear stories of the men and women who were killed, stories of women and men who left final messages of love through the miracle of cell phones.  

Hour after hour, I see pictures of survivors weeping bitterly on the streets.

 I see footage of the wreckage; 

see faces on the screen, 

faces of husbands hoping for news; 

of a wife married only six months; 

faces of fathers trying to hide their rage and grief as they search for a son.  He was only 24.  

Months later, I am still reading paragraphs and poems about the dead, their pictures in newsprint.

 The word resurrection appears in my mind like the words,

 “The End” appear on the screen when a movie is over.  

I begin to whisper words to myself until the words become a chant:  American.  Israeli.  Palestinian.  Americans.  Israelis.  Palestinians. Arabs.  Jews.  Catholics.  Muslims.  Protestants.  Jews.  Muslims.  Abraham.  Mohammed.  Jesus.  Quran.  Gospels.  Torah.  Quran.  Gospels.  Torah.  Blood.  Death.  Hate.  Blood.  Jesus.  Mohammed.  Death.  Catholics.  Torah.  Israelis.  Gospel.  Hate.  New York.  New York.  Pilgrims.  Immigrants.  Mecca.  Blood.  Jerusalem.  Jerusalem.  Next year in Jerusalem.  

The words become a litany,

 that run into each other until they become lost in each other, 

until all the beautiful words distort each other;

 until there is only one word left standing--resurrection.  

The word sounds like the last column holding up the Acropolis; 

the name for the last shovel digging up the dead -- wake, breathe, live.  

I know this is a dream that will never come to pass. 

 I know it is easy for me to dream these things because I am sitting in the comfort of my office, 

because I am not a Jew, because

 I am not a Palestinian, 

because I do not live in the shadow of guns, 

because the guns are not pointed at me.  

I know this is a dream that will never come to be because I hear people say, “All of this -- it is because of the Jews.” 

 I hear people say, “We must shut down every mosque. 

 The mosques are filled with terrorists,” 

and because I am a Catholic, I think of all the Catholic churches in the new world.  

I think of the Maya libraries, burned to the ground,

 the temples and cities of the Aztecs leveled to dust.  

I think of the Incan roads of Machu Picchu.  

I think to myself that killing has been made too easy. 

 It has always been too easy. 

 I think you should be forced to know the name of a man before you spill his blood, 

know that name of his wife and the names of his daughters and sons. 

 I think the names of the dead should appear on the walls of every church, synagogue, mosque. 

 I know there must be a definition for terrorism, just as there must be a definition for love, 

just as there must be a definition for enough.  

I try to imagine the names have all who have been killed. 

 I try to imagine their gods. 

 I try to imagine their gardens. 

 I try to imagine their kitchens;

 the foods they cooked, the spices, the tables, the prayers,

 the smells of a living house.  

I shut myself into a room and began writing paragraphs, 

one paragraph for each life.  

I spent hours in solitude writing elegies to the dead, 

spelling their names in English, in Hebrew, in Arabic.  

I began writing definitions for words that will save them all.  

Then I despair, and then the word for resurrection disappears. 

 I let out something that resembles a cry, 

because I know I am lost.

[applause]

Thank you very much.  Thank you very much.  I have certainly been in an elegiac mode in the last few years of my life.  I'm going to end with this poem.  It really has been a pleasure reading to you. And I really want to say one thing, and I have something over my desk in my office when I write, and it's a postcard that one of my students gave me. A very, you know, one thing about being a professor is that you work with young people and you fall in love with young people, and then young people teach you about the world, and they teach you about the language of the world.  They always teach you more than you teach them.  And this postcard says has its -- just the shadow of a man, like -- much like when someone is killed, and they trace the shadow of the dead person, the police do, in chalk or in spray paint, and there's that man traced and it says, “Art saves lives.”  And in some way, that can be very overstated but I have to tell you that writing has saved my life. And it has changed my life, and it has reshaped my heart and my body, and I want to read you this poem. And it really is autobiographical, but I write it in the third person.  And it's called, “The Man Meditates on Being Middle-aged.”

On that day, on that dry day, or was it raining?  

August.  He slid out of his mother's womb 

as if already he was in a race, lungs, hungry 

and gasping for a piece of air, 

as if it were as solid as a meat loaf; as if already 

he was sliding across second base with the umpire sneering, 

“Sorry chump, you're out of there.”  

Like a hero in any good story, he arrived in medias res, 

in the middle of the game, the bottom of the fourth inning, 

the fifth chapter of a novel where things were just starting 

to take an interesting turn.  No.  The day of his birth 

was no kind of beginning.  When his parents woke on that 

November morning, desire and need, pasted to their eyes 

and thirsty skin, they made quiet love, 

not wanting to wake the children.  That was the beginning.  

No.  They had made love 1,000 other times, 

had perfected the art of making love

in less than romantic rooms; had begun what they had, 

long before they made love that early dawn.  

He, their son, came along in the middle, 

was a quintessential middle child, 

the fourth of seven, not so many seven -- 

enough to place him in the middle.  

Right now it is the middle of the afternoon, 

and he was in the middle of something 

when he began to write his autobiography.  

The phone rang right in the middle of a thought, 

and he spoke to someone about a project 

he is in the middle of.  He has reached middle-age; 

Forty-five is in the middle of his life.  

It is now the end of a century, 

but the world might live, 

might last another two million years.  

So he is living in the middle of history.  

He woke up this morning 

in the middle of a dream.  

Tomorrow he will pick up the dream 

like a common and familiar and well loved 

coffee mug, right in the middle.  

He has long suspected there was a beginning, 

but they have lied to him about it so much 

and so often that it has become nothing

more than a beautiful and unfathomable fable.  

Now bits of beginnings are as useful as spare 

tires to a man who’s wrecked his car, 

and in the end, and the end, the end lies beyond his imagination.  

He confesses to himself that he was once 

obsessed with theologies of destruction, 

but he has long since abandoned such useless 

speculations about the end of the world, 

leaving such matters in the hands 

of misanthropic ministers with small-minded theologies, 

who make their living by blatantly misreading the Holy Bible.  

No.  No beginnings and endings for him.  Not for him.  

No grand genealogies, no theatrical apocalypses 

complete with locusts and running with blood.  There is calm now.  

There is the walking of the dog in the morning, 

the beauty of his wife, as she speaks of her day; 

the good book he is in the middle of reading. 

Middle age is good for something.  He's learned his meditations.  

The middle is what he knows, what he lives, what he loves.  

The middle is his home, a home. He thought he'd never have one.  

Thank you.  

[applause]

Dana Giona:

Thank you so much.  That concludes our formal program here at the [unintelligible] Pavilion.  On behalf of the National Endowment for the Arts and the President's Committee on the Arts and Humanities, I'm delighted to have you all in the audience today, and I thought we’d leave with a bit of poetry.  Let's just do a quatrain from Persia. Omar Khayyam. 

Ah, make the most of what we yet may spend, 
Before we too into the Dust descend; 
Dust into Dust, and under Dust to lie 
Sans Wine, sans Song, sans Singer, and -- sans End! 


Good afternoon.

[applause] 

[end of transcript]

* This poem's format may be different than author's original format

