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DanaGioia:

Good morning.  I’m Dana Gioia, the chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts, and it’s my pleasure to welcome you to the Poetry Pavilion.   

Two years ago, you know when I arrived in Washington, I was delighted to see that the Library of Congress and Mrs. Laura Bush had created the National Book Festival here on the [National] Mall, which is sort of America’s village green, but I felt that it would be a nice thing to create a separate tent, a separate pavilion for poetry.  And we’ve been able to do that for the past two years.   

This year, it’s not simply the National Endowment for the Arts, but we also have a lot of our funding coming from the President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities.  I want to thank Henry Moran, who’s the director of that committee.   

We have a wonderful program today.  We’ve tried to pick a cross section of poets from around the United States, different voices, different styles, different regions.  And, last year David Lehmann and I did all of the introductions, but I thought that we would give a chance this year to feature some of the writers we actually have in the endowment.  So, two of the writers that are working for the endowment, Jon Peedy and Dan Stone will be joining David Lehmann and I to introduce each of our poets.   

So, without further ado, I would like to welcome our first writer, from the state of Georgia, Natasha Trethewey, and she will be introduced by Dan Stone.   Good morning, Dan, and welcome, Natasha.   

[applause]   

Dan Stone:

Good morning.  I’m Dan Stone.  It’s a pleasure to be with you here at the Poetry Pavilion of the National Book Festival.   

Our first poet today, Natasha Trethewey, is the author of two volumes of poetry, “Domestic Work,” and “Bellocq’s Ophelia.”  “Domestic Work,” her first book, focuses on the work of women.  It was awarded the inaugural 1999 Cave Canem Poetry Prize, one of the most prestigious first book prizes for African-American poets, selected by Rita Dove.  Her second collection, “Bellocq’s Ophelia,” contains a stunning series of poems about the prostitutes of New Orleans’s red light district in the early 20th century.   

Ms. Trethewey has won fellowships from the Guggenheim and Rockefeller foundations, the Bunting Fellowship Foundation, and the National Endowment for the Arts.  She has also won the Lillian Smith Award as well as the Pushcart Prize.   

A native of Mississippi, Ms. Trethewey now resides in Georgia, where she teaches creative writing at Emory University.  Few poets of her generation address issues of gender and ethnicity with such fresh and striking language.  Please join me in welcoming Natasha Trethewey. 

[applause]

Natasha Trethewey:

Good morning.  Thank you for coming. 

When I saw on the schedule that we were going to be close to the Home and Family Pavilion, I thought that I would read some poems that are on the themes of home and family.   

This first poem is called “The Southern Crescent.” And the Southern Crescent, as many of you might know, was the name of a train that used to run before -- when the trains still had those lovely names, I think they still do; Amtrak still calls the Southern Crescent, Southern Crescent -- and part of its route was between New Orleans and Atlanta.  This is “The Southern” -- oh?  Is that better?  Thank you. 

“The Southern Crescent” 

1
In 1959 my mother is boarding a train.  

She is barely sixteen, her one large grip

 bulging with homemade dresses, whisper 
of crinoline and lace, her name stitched 
inside each one.  She is leaving behind 
the dirt roads of Mississippi, the film 
of red dust around her ankles, the thin 
whistle of wind through the floorboards 
of the shotgun house, the very idea of home.  

Ahead of her, days of travel, one town 
after the next and California --a word 
she can’t stop repeating.  Over and over, 

she will practice meeting her father, imagine 
how he must look, how different now 
from the one photo she has of him.  She will 
look at it once more, pulling in to the station 
at Los Angeles, and again and again 
on the platform. no one like him in sight. 

2
The year the old Crescent makes its last run, 

my mother insists we ride it together.  

We leave Gulfport late morning heading east.  

Years before, we rode together to meet 
another man, my father waiting for us 
as our train derailed.  I don’t recall how 
she must have held me, how her face sank 
as she realized, again, the uncertainty 
of it all--that trip, too, gone wrong.  Today, 
she is sure we can leave home, bound only 
for whatever awaits us, the sun now 
setting behind us, the rails humming 
like anticipation, the train pulling us 
toward the end of another day. I watch 
each small town pass before my window 
until the light goes, and the reflection 
of my mother’s face appears, clearer now 
as evening comes on, dark and certain.

My parents met at an historically all-black college in Frankfurt, Ky., Kentucky State College.  My father was a pretty poor white boy from rural Nova Scotia and he decided to find an American college that he could afford and he found Kentucky State.  Didn’t realize it was a black school, hitchhiked all the way down there and got a track scholarship and stayed and met my mother. 

This is a poem about -- my father is also a poet, and this is a poem about an evening that they walked home after being given a book of poems by -- an old collection of Robert Burns’s poems -- by a professor who had sort of befriended them.   

“Early Evening, Frankfurt, Kentucky”

It is 1965. I am not yet born, only 
a fullness beneath the empire waist 
of my mother’s blue dress.  

The ruffles at her neck are waves 
of light in my father’s eyes.  He carries 
a slim volume, leather-bound, poems 
to read as they walked.  The long road 
past the college, through town, 
rises and falls before them, 

the blue hills shimmering at twilight.  
The stacks at the distillery exhale 
and my parents breathe evening air 
heady and sweet as Kentucky bourbon.  

They are young and full of laughter,

 the sounds in my mother’s throat 
rippling down into my blood.  

My mother, who will not reach 
forty-one, steps into the middle 
of a field, lies down among clover 
and sweet grass, right here, right now—

dead center of her life.

When they got married, they couldn’t get married in Kentucky because miscegenation was still illegal there, so they had to cross the river into Ohio and get married in Cincinnati.  This next poem is a hustle called “Miscegenation.” 

In 1965 my parents broke two laws of Mississippi; 

They went to Ohio to marry, returned to Mississippi.  

They crossed the river into Cincinnati, a city whose name 
begins with a sound like sin, the sound of wrong--mis in Mississippi.  

A year later they moved to Canada, followed a route the same 
as slaves, the train slicing the white glaze of winter, leaving Mississippi.  

Faulkner’s Joe Christmas was born in winter, like Jesus, given his name 
for the day he was left at the orphanage, his race unknown in Mississippi. 
My father was reading War and Peace when he gave me my name. 

 I was born near Easter, 1966, in Mississippi.  

When I turned 33 my father said, It’s your Jesus year--you’re the same age he was when he died. It was spring, the hills green in Mississippi.  

I know more than Joe Christmas did.  Natasha is a Russian name-- though I’m not; It means Christmas Child even in Mississippi.

This next poem is a pantun, and to me it’s very much about the kinds of stories that get passed down in families, the kinds of things that we need to tell to keep certain memories alive.  It’s called “Incident.” 

We tell the story every year--
how we peered from the windows, shades drawn--
 though nothing really happened,  

The charred grass now green again.  

We peered from the windows, shades drawn, 

at the cross trussed like a Christmas tree, 

the charred grass still green.  Then

 we darkened our rooms, lit the hurricane lamps.  

At the cross trussed like a Christmas tree,

 a few men gathered, white as angels in their gowns.  

We darkened our rooms at lit hurricane lamps, 

the wicks trembling in their fonts of oil.  

It seemed the angels had gathered, white men in their gowns.  

When they were done, they left quietly. No one came.  

The wicks trembled all night in their fonts of oil; 

By morning the flames had all dimmed.  

When they were done, the men left quietly. No one came.  

Nothing really happened.  

By morning, all the flames had dimmed.  

We tell the story every year.

“This Time” [an early draft of the poem published as “Southern Gothic.”]
I am climbing onto a bed, a tall one, 

an island in the center of the room, 

and the motion of it, he way I push off the cold floor 
lifts me instead onto my parents’ bed, years gone.  

They are both here, my young father reading, squinting, 

the creases around his eyes and in his brow 
deepening already toward an expression of grief.  

I have climbed up into 1970, into the bed 
my parents will share for only a few more years.  

Sitting between them, I am holding up their hands, 

the three of us a study in contrasts, light to dark, 

our shadows on the wall, 

bigger and stranger than we are.  
All day I have asked questions, 

a child’s endless why and why and why.  

And I am learning, looking at one my father’s hands, 

then again at my mother’s.  I have climbed into a moment 
where there is no peckerwoods and nigger
 lover, no  half-breed,  no  zebra -- words I’ve learned in school 
and come home questioning.  

We are sitting together on the tiny island of bed, quiet 
in a language of blood: oil lamps flickering around us.  

This time, it is not about the school yard, its lessons.  

This time, I am watching my mother, the motion 
she makes lying down, her shadow disappearing, 

half of the room going dark, as she drifts into sleep 
her hand falling away from mine. 

This next poem is called “Family Portrait” and it is about the only picture that we have of me and my mom and dad all together.

“Family Portrait”

Before the picture man comes, 

Momma and I spend the morning 
cleaning the family room.  She hums 
Motown, doles out chores, a warning—

He has no legs, she says, Don’t stare.  

I’m first to the door when he rings.  

My father and uncle lift his chair 
onto the porch, arrange his things 
near the place his feet would be.  

He poses our only portrait--my father 
sitting, Mama beside him, and me
 in between. I watch him bother 
the space where knees, shins, scratching air 
as--years later—I’d itch for what’s not there.

As I mentioned, my father is also a poet.  And he told lots of bedtime stories.  One of the stories that he told me was about the Cyclops.  He also told me -- he would recite “Beowulf,” the scene where Grendel goes into the mess hall.  And I never figured out why that was a good bedtime story because I think it terrified me every time he did that.  But, there was of course a reason for his stories.  This one is called “Mythmaker.” 

We lived by the words 
of gods, mythologies 
you’d mold our history to.  

How many nights you, 
a young father, squint-eyed 
from books and lamplight, 

weaving lessons into bedtime--
the story of Icarus wanting 
to soar, (like me on my swing set) 

not heeding a father’s words, 
his fall likened to mine. 

 I carry his doom to sleep, 

and that of Narcissus too, 

his watered face floating
beautiful and tragic above 
my head.  My own face 
a mirrored comfort 
you’d pull me from.  Late, 
when my dreams turned 
to nightmare, you were there—
Beowulf to slay Grendel 
at my door. The blood on your hands 
you’d anoint my head with.  

You would have me bold, fearless—

these were things you needed 
to teach me. Warning and wisdom.  

You couldn’t have known 
how I’d take your words and shape 
them in creation, reinvent you
 a thousand times, making you 
forever young and invincible,

 Not like now.  Not like now.

One of those myths gets a kind of retelling in this next poem, which is called “Myth.” 

I was asleep while you were dying.  

It’s as if you slipped through some rift, a hollow 
I make between my slumber and my waking, 

the Erebus I keep you in, still trying 
not to let go.  You’ll be dead again tomorrow 
but in dreams you live, so I try taking 
you back into morning.  Sleep heavy, turning, 
my eyes open, I find you do not follow. 

Again and again this constant forsaking.
*

Again and again, this constant forsaking.  

My eyes open, I find you do not follow. 

 You back into morning, sleep-heavy, turning.
But in dreams you live. So I try taking, 
not to let go. You’ll be dead again tomorrow.  

The Erebus I keep you in-- still, trying—

 I make between my slumber and my waking. 

 It’s as if you slipped through some rift, a hollow. 

 I was asleep while you were dying.

I’ve been writing a lot of elegies for my mother these days, I think perhaps because I moved back to Atlanta after so many years.  And it’s the kind of thing where I think if you move back to a particular physical and psychological landscape, things begin to happen.  And so, it’s been a way of grieving for me that I hadn’t done for all these 20 years. 

This next poem is called “At Dusk.”

At first I think she is calling a child,  

my neighbor, leaning through her doorway 
at dusk, street lamps just starting to hum 
the backdrop of evening.  Then I hear 
the high-pitched wheedling we send out 
to animals who know only sound, not 
the meanings of our words--hear, hear—

nor how they sometimes fall short. 

 In another yard, beyond my neighbor’s 
sight, the cat lifts her ears, turns first 
towards the voice, then back 
to the constellation of fireflies flickering 
near her head.  It’s as if she can’t decide 
whether to leap over the low hedge,

 the neat row of flowers, and bound 
onto the porch, into the steady circle 
of light, or stay where she is: luminous 
possibility -- all that would keep her 
away from home -- flitting before her. 

 I listen as my neighbor’s voice trails off. 

 She’s given up calling for now, left me 
to imagine her inside the house waiting,

 perhaps in a chair in front of the TV, 
or walking around, doing small tasks; 

 left me to wonder that I too might lift 
my voice, sure of someone out there, 

send it over the lines stitching here 
to there, certain the sounds I make 
are enough to call someone home.  

And this last poem is called “Limen,” and I didn’t know that word when I set out to write the poem.  So that’s one of the joys of poetry, the things that you learn in the process of writing poems.  Limen is the actual physical threshold of a door, but it’s also the threshold to an emotional or psychological state. 

“Limen” 

All day I listened to the industry 
of a single woodpecker, worrying the catalpa tree 
just outside my window.  Hard at his task, 

his body is a hinge, a doorknocker 
to the cluttered house of memory in which 
I can almost see my mother’s face. 
She is there again beyond the tree, 

its slender pods and heart-shaped leaves,

 hanging wet sheets on the line--each one 
a thin white screen between us.  So insistent 
is this woodpecker, I’m sure he must be 
looking for something else-- not simply 
the beetles and grubs inside, but some other gift 
the tree might hold.  All day he’s been at work, 

tireless, making the green hearts flutter.

Thank you.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


