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Dana Gioia:

Good morning.  We’re gong to start up again.  I’m Dana Gioia, chairman for the National Endowment for the Arts, and let me welcome those of you who have just come to the Poetry Pavilion, which is co-sponsored by the National Endowments for the Arts and the President’s Committee on the Arts and the Humanities.  

We’ve been so delighted the last two years [unintelligible] National Book Festival to have a tent pavilion devoted solely to poetry.  We’ve invited a number of distinguished poets from across the United States this year, and certainly none can probably compete with the speaker I’m about to introduce in the sheer range, volume and variety of his publications.  If I gave William Jay Smith an adequate introduction I would take up all of his time.  Let me simply say that he is really, without question one of the leading men of letters in American literature right now.  

It would be inconceivable to imagine Eastern European poetry existing in English without acknowledging Smith’s role in translating from Russian, Hungarian, Romanian and other languages as well as his enormous distinguished translations from French and Italian.  He is an distinguished anthologist, a suave critic, one of the best literary memoirists I have ever read who has interesting stories not only about his upbringing as an Army brat but about his adventures with one his best friends in teenage years who is known as Tennessee Williams.  

But we bring Bill here today to feature him really in what is the center of his literary identity, which is a poet.  It is rare for someone who is so distinguished in so many fields to have such a pure and memorable identity as a poet.  There is no other poet in American literature quite like William Jay Smith.  But rather than me give you conceptual paraphrases of his styles, accomplishments, it is my pleasure to welcome the author himself, William Jay Smith.

[applause]

William Jay Smith:

Thank you very much, Dana.  Can you hear me now?  Wait a minute this is going to work.  I’m a little late, and I have to catch my breath.  There was a misunderstanding about when I was to be picked up.  And I thought I was to wait at the hotel and instead I was supposed to get down here by -- somebody from the Library of Congress was supposed to come and so I didn’t get here till two minutes ago.  So I apologize for that, and I won’t keep you very long.  

Maybe I won’t have time to read many poems, but I will tell you just a little bit about myself.  Dana has already mentioned some things.  But he made it sound as if I was a -- you know -- somebody who had all the advantages of the world.  I’m just a poor boy.  I was brought up on an Army post in the ’30s in St. Louis, not St. Louis but Jefferson Barracks, which is just south of St. Louis.  It was the first important Army post west of the Mississippi founded to keep up with the Indian wars.  And this was, my life there was between the two world wars.  I was born at the end of one.  My father had just enlisted as a clarinetist in the Army, I think because he didn’t want to fight.  And I was born in Winnfield, Louisiana, and next store to Huey Long, if any of you Southerners remember who he was.  I have traveled a lot; in fact one of my books is called “The Travelers Tree.”  

I -- let see, what else am I going to say about myself?  I really had probably better get my glasses out because at the age of 86 I do have trouble -- I’m going blind in one eye, let’s put it directly.  But I see -- I can get around very well.  I’m alive and leaping.  I was just slow getting here today because somebody didn’t come and stell me where to go, and that wasn’t all my fault.  But it made me think of a time when I was one of the first writer conferences I ever attended.  And that was in Connecticut at the -- it was a conference that later become the Suffield Reader Writer Conference.   It was at the University of Connecticut and at that time I was I think the youngest poets invited.  I can’t tell you that -- well it may have been sort of 1951.  It’s hard for me to fetch up those dates you know.  Because everything seems to me like yesterday.  

Anyway, there was one of the great figures of the time, and I’m afraid that many people today have forgotten her.  I think there’s many people who have not, and I hope there are many.  And that was Katherine Anne Porter; she was the guest of honor. She was much older than I.  In fact it wasn’t so -- she didn’t have so long to live and they -- this was a very packed auditorium, and she hadn’t arrived so they didn’t know what to do, and they rushed around.  You know, it’s difficult to organize these things because as poet laureate here myself I tried to organize it so I know how difficult it is.  

Finally they decided well maybe she is still in her hotel room.  And that’s where they found here.  This was an evening where she was dressed, beautifully dressed as she always wanted to in this great green gown, and she said, “Well” -- you know, her lovely Southern speech -- “I thought you were going to pick me up.”  So I wasn’t – it’s part of my Southern background -- am I getting away from the mic?  Okay, I hate to be too close because it reverberates, I think. 

Well, although I was born in Louisiana I now live in Cummington, Massachusetts, which is mid-way between North Hampton and Pittsfield.  And it’s a very beautiful little place, and we’re 20 miles from North Hampton’s [unintelligible] town, 20 miles from the other, which is [unintelligible] Pittsfield.  We used to love it because we were actually away from everything.  Now it’s a little more difficult to get at our age -- my wife is a little younger than I -- but still in the 80s and so we’re not going to spend as much time there as we’d love.  The other time we are very, very happy because she is French and she has a little flat in Paris, and we hope to get there more often.  

But I mention Cummington because I recently wrote a little poem, and I’d like to begin by saying that.  And we used to go down to the local store.  The local store now is enlarged somewhat.  But when we started, Richard Wilbur who was also a poet laureate and I would -- were both living in Cummington and this is a -- the people there in Cummington are very proud of that fact.  It’s the only town, I guess anywhere in the country, where there are two poets laureate, we, you know, living day and night.  

Anyway we decided when we went down to get the “Sunday Times” that we would write little verses on the top of the “Times.”   And so we did -- actually it was Dick who started that and they actually were verses absolutely attacking the other one terribly.  Telling awful things about -- but doing it as wittily as possible.  So when I was 60 years old, my dear wife decided to collect some of these because we kept ours and kept Dick’s out of the paper and then she got them together and put out a little broad side, a little pamphlet called “Poets Verses on the ‘Times’” which is a nice title and this was literally right, were verses on the “New York Times.”  Well anyway we still, we didn’t do it.  Actually that little brochure is now worth -- not a fortune -- but $100 or so.  

I recently we -- Dick is just a little younger than I am -- and we started to go on with this thing again and so this is recently one of those verses that I wrote on the “Times” on Sunday morning when we go to pick it up.  And this addressed to Richard Wilbur but I think it applies here and it applies, I think to poetry in general.  And you may know that Richard Wilbur is a very distinguished poet and one of the great translators of Molière and his plays, his translations are played every night of the week somewhere in the country or the world.  And so this is a little verse that was addressed to him on the “New York Times,” but he liked it and he said “Look this is too good just to be on the top of this paper; send it out.”  Well, I haven’t had time to send it out but here it is.

Poet, playwright bear in mind. 

Posterity may not be kind.  

Nothing very much endures

And what you write may not be yours.

Even Shakespeare should he waken

Will find that he was Francis Bacon.

And Molière who many praise

Will find that Corneille

 wrote his plays

So you see I’m well aware of posterity, I don’t expect any special treatment or any -- I’ve written poems for the love of writing.  I’ve written for both adults and children.  I wrote a poem which in my first book -- and this is the kind of thing that as a poet performer I always hate and that is when people start shuffling through their papers and wonder what is going on.  Well I have to shuffle through a bit to get the --

Dana mentioned that I was at Washington University in St. Louis, or didn’t mention it but he mentioned that I was a friend of Tennessee Williams.  I was a friend of Tennessee Williams before he was known as Tennessee Williams.  He was then beginning to write poetry mainly and his name was Thomas Lanier Williams.  And so we had organized there what we called The St. Louis Poets Workshop; that was at Washington University, and there were three of us: Clark Mills, who had already published a few poems in national magazines, Tom, as he was then known, and I.  We set our poem -- actually it was Tom’s idea to have a stationary printed up and the stationary had a heading, which was “St. Louis Poet’s Workshop.”  So we sent out a batch of our poems, poems by each one of us, with a covering letter saying that these are just a few -- to the editor of various magazines.  And we’d say -- the letter would say -- these are just a few of the poems that are being written today in the most important renaissance in the country.  And naturally they all came back.  

[laughter]

But you know when you are a write, especially a poet, you develop a very tough skin, and I’ve had that, and I think that that’s allowed me to go ahead.


Because I’m so late I am just going to read two poems, or three I think.  The first is a poem that I wrote at the time I am telling you about, when I was at Washington University.  It is really a poem about the writing of poetry.  I had forgotten all about it, but when I was putting together my selected poems, which is here, and I’d like to pull the book out to you when I can turn around to get it.  

And the -- forgot what I was going to say now, this is usually one of the problems, I start to digress.  At my age, everything becomes a digression and you never know what I’m going to say, and I certainly don’t.  

[laughter]

But at any rate, I meant to say that this was written back then but I didn’t, I didn’t get hold of it, or I didn’t think it was worth publishing until I opened an old folder and we keep everything in the house, much to my wife’s dismay.  And I found it and I thought, well this is not so bad.  So I included it for the first time in the book.  It’s called “Structure Of Song.”

Its syllables should come
As natural and thorough
As sunlight over plum
Or melon in the furrow,

Rise smoother than the hawk
Or gray gull ever could;
As proud and freely walk
As deer in any wood.

So lightly should it flow
From stone so deep in earth
That none could ever know
What torment gave it birth.

It’s really a credo about writing poetry.  I still – this microphone – I don’t want to get too close but then I slip away from it.  Well, then I’ll skip in time, or I better skip very soon to a later period when my first book came out.  And I was very fortunate at that time to have the introduction to one of the best-known poets who found a poem of mine in a tiny little magazine.  This was Marianne Moore.  She called that poem “Cupidon, a permanence, a rare felicity.”  And believe me when you are publishing a book collection of 21poems that are -- you know where -- my totally unknown person, I was delighted as I’m sure some of you would be who have remember Marianne Moore.  Anyway, I had other people who spoke about my poems.  One of them was Steven Spender, and also the other one was Wallace Stevens.  

I started the book out with this poem and I’d like to read it.  It’s called “The Massacre of the Innocents.”  That is innocents, I-N-N-O-C-E-N-T-S.

Because I believe in the community of little children,

Because I have suffered such little children to be slain;

I have gazed upon the sunlight, dazed, bewildered,

As is a child by nothing more than rain.

Not until I can no longer climb,

Until my life becomes the tallest tree,

And every limb of it a limb of shame,

Shall I look at in time, in time to see

Again those who were so small they could but die,

Who had only their vast innocence to give,

That I may tell them, pointing down the sky,

How beautiful it might have been to live.

I was going to read a longer poem about the promised Trail of Tears, but I realize now that I won’t have time to do it.  But I recommend it to you.  It’s in a collection, which I have just published a few years ago.  It’s called the “Cherokee Lottery,” and it’s about the great American tragedy of the Trail of Tears when all of the Southern Indian tribes were moved from Georgia -- well all over the Southern states and forced to go to Oklahoma where they didn’t want to go.  

One of the chiefs who came in 1824 after this was announced -- of course all the tribes fought against it, but they were hopeless through it.  Actually what happened first was when gold was discovered on the Cherokee land at Dahlonega in northern Georgia, the people there, the white people around this, well actually the Cherokees that intermarried with the whites as many, many of the tribes people of various tribes had done, they were very prosperous, they had farms, they had plantations, but the other people decided that gold might be there so they moved in.  They set up what was called a lottery, and it was with a great big wooden wheel would swing around with a number of each one of these beautiful plantations and would be taken over so it would take it over.  So if they weren’t taken over, the army was moved in to send them off on their way.  

Well it’s a very tragic story; I hope you will look at it.  There is one poem, which I think I’ll read.  Then I’ll read one for children which is accepted all over the place.  This is called “Song Of The Dispossessed,” and this is written as if it were one of the Native Americans.  You know, somebody said to me, “Why don’t they call this museum the Native American Museum?” Well, Mr. West who runs it, and this great museum and this beautiful building I think one of the most beautiful in the world, he said that if we call it the Native American Museum, we’re all native Americans, and that’s what we want to be.  

So actually my friend Ralph Ellison who wrote “The Invisible Man” always objected to being called anything but a Negro and that’s what he grew up being and he said “that’s what I am.”  So you know the designations change, but life goes on, and this is the fact of the matter what is so beautiful about our heritage -- the Native American heritage is that there are many, so many people who have survived.  And you saw many of them here on the [National] Mall as they paraded down at the opening.  So I’d like to read what they might have said years ago.  And I think you’ll understand some of the references because I won’t have time to clarify each one.  I’ll read slowly so that you can get them.

You came across the water

like gods you walked ashore;

The fabric of our dreaming

was the clothing that you wore.

You came with ornaments

far brighter than the sun;

You brought the handsome horse,

the flashing blade, the gun.

You brought your holy book

that held a world entire,

a life that never ended;

and water that was fire.

You said, “We’ll live as brothers,

And as brothers we will die;

we’ll share the forest carpet

and the blanket of the sky.”

But then when we came near you,

you said, “Now move away;

you come too close now, brother,

it’s dangerous to stay

so close to one another;

and you must understand

that we know what is better—

we’ll send you to a land

far richer in the west

beyond the great brown river

where grass is always green

and there you’ll live forever.”

And so you took our country,

you took our sacred ground,

the birds and beasts we cherished,

the falling water’s sound,

the stag that with his antlers

breaks the sun-flecked trail,

the mocking-bird, the turkey,

the heron and the quail.

You sent us to this desert,

this sand, these pitted stones,

where wind rakes through the gully

and bares the bison’s bones,

where now above this barren earth

your great bald eagle screams,

that robbed us of our country

and carried off our dreams. 

[applause]

I think I have -- thank you very much.  I do appreciate that.  I would like to be able to end with a happier note perhaps.  And this when I wrote that poem, “Massacre of the Innocents,” one of my mentors Stephen Spender said, it was the first poem in the book, this was published in 1947 when I was writing about the World War II, which I was just about to get into.  And I thought, you know, there are lots of innocent people, young and old, who are going to be killed.  Let’s put it to you straightly and say that.  

So I put the poem and Stephen read it and he said, “Well it’s all right but it reads as if it had been written by a child.”  And I said, “Well maybe that’s right and maybe I am a child.”  Then I thought about what the poet Paul Clay, the writer, the painter Paul Clay – see how I mix up words? The painter Paul Clay, whom I admire very much, said once, “I want to paint like a child, but like a wise child.”  So I had hoped maybe that some of you who look at my books if you can look at them and read through them, will find that I am a wise child.  

This is a poem that has been very, very popular.  It has been translated into many languages, and it’s also one that I enjoy saying it’s been translated into Russian by Yevtushenko, if you know who he is, and my wife has translated it into French, and it’s been -- anyway, here it is.  And when I published it we -- you know I had -- here at the Library [of Congress] when I was poet laureate I was --- we had a program of my children’s poetry on WETA, and this was one of the poems that was read and various illustrations and so forth.  It won a prize as the best program that year on National Educational Television.  Of course it’s put away now in an archive somewhere and left there.  I don’t know whether anybody’s ever going to see it but that’s all right.  It’s nice but -- this is called “The Floor And The Ceiling.”

Winter and summer, whatever the weather,

The Floor and the Ceiling were happy together

In a quaint little house on the outskirts of town

With the Floor looking up and the Ceiling looking down.

The Floor bought the Ceiling an ostrich-plumed hat,

And they dined upon drippings of bacon fat,

Diced artichoke hearts and cottage cheese

And hundreds of other such delicacies.

On a screened-in porch in early spring

They would sit at the player piano and sing.

When the Floor cried in French, “Ah, je vous adore!”

The Ceiling replied, “You adorable Floor!”


[laughter]

The years went by as the years they will,

And each little thing was fine until

One evening, enjoying their bacon fat,

The Floor and the Ceiling had a terrible spat.

The Ceiling, loftily looking down,

Said, “You are the lowest Floor in this town!”

The Floor, looking up with a frightening grin,

Said, “Keep up your chatter, and you will cave in!”


[laughter]

So they went off to bed, sorry

So they went off to bed:  while the Floor settled down,

The Ceiling packed up her gay wallflower gown;

And tiptoeing out past the Chippendale chair

And the gate leg table, down the stair,

Took a coat from the hook and hat from the rack,

And flew out the door -- farewell to the Floor! --

And flew out the door, and was seen no more,

And flew out the door, and never came back!

In a quaint little house on the outskirts of town,

Now the shutters go bang, and the walls tumble down;

And the trees -- and the roses in summer run wild through the room,

But blooming for no one – then why should they bloom?

For what is a Floor now that brambles have grown

Over window and woodwork and chimney of stone?

For what is a Floor when a Floor stands alone?

And what is a Ceiling when the Ceiling has flown?

Thank you all very much.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


