
[image: image]


[image: image]



Publisher’s Note

Rendering poetry in a digital format presents several challenges, just as its many forms continue to challenge the conventions of print. In print, however, a poem takes place within the static confines of a page, hewing as close as possible to the poet’s intent, whether it’s Walt Whitman’s lines stretching to the margin like Route 66, or Robert Creeley’s lines descending the page like a string tie. The printed poem has a physical shape, one defined by the negative space that surrounds it—a space that is crafted by the broken lines of the poem. The line, as vital a formal and critical component of the form of a poem as metaphor, creates rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, tension, and so on.

Reading poetry on a small device will not always deliver line breaks as the poet intended—with the pressure the horizontal line brings to a poem, rather than the completion of the grammatical unit. The line, intended as a formal and critical component of the form of the poem, has been corrupted by breaking it where it was not meant to break, interrupting a number of important elements of the poetic structure—rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, and so on. It’s a little like a tightrope walker running out of rope before reaching the other side.

There are limits to what can be done with long lines on digital screens. At some point, a line must break. If it has to break more than once or twice, it is no longer a poetic line, with the integrity that lineation demands. On smaller devices with enlarged type, a line break may not appear where its author intended, interrupting the unit of the line and its importance in the poem’s structure.

We attempt to accommodate long lines with a hanging indent—similar in fashion to the way Whitman’s lines were treated in books whose margins could not honor his discursive length. On your screen, a long line will break according to the space available, with the remainder of the line wrapping at an indent. This allows readers to retain control over the appearance of text on any device, while also indicating where the author intended the line to break.

This may not be a perfect solution, as some readers initially may be confused. We have to accept, however, that we are creating poetry e-books in a world that is imperfect for them—and we understand that to some degree the line may be compromised. Despite this, we’ve attempted to protect the integrity of the line, thus allowing readers of poetry to travel fully stocked with the poetry that needs to be with them.

—Dan Halpern, Publisher




Dedication

For Brenda




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Publisher’s Note

Dedication

First Poem

Nature Notes in the Morning

Sprezzatura

Stanzas for a Sierra Morning

Patches of Snow in July

              Death in Infancy

              Death in Childhood

              Death in Adolescence

              Those Who Die in Their Twenties

              Planh or Dirge for the Ones Who Die in Their Thirties

              Harvest: Those Who Die Early in Their Middle Years

Second Person

Three Old Men

Pablo Neruda: Only Death

[image: image]

To Be Accompanied by Flute and Zither

Abbott’s Lagoon: October

Christmas in August

An Argument About Poetics Imagined at Squaw Valley After a Night Walk Under the Mountain

Cymbeline

The Archaeology of Plenty

Poem Not an Elegy in a Season of Elegies

The Poet at Nine

A Person Should

Smoking in Heaven

Dream in the Summer of My Seventy-Third Year

[image: image]

Los Angeles: An Analysis

Okefenokee: A Story

For Cecil, After Reading Ohio Railroads

Jersey Train

Sunglasses Billboard in Termini Station

Three Dreams About Buildings

Pertinent Divagations Toward an Ode to Inuit Carvers

Three Propositions About a Subject Still to Be Determined

February Notebook: The Rains

Summer Storm in the Sierra

Hotel Room

Large Bouquet of Summer Flowers, or Allegory of the Imagination

Nature Notes 2

Another Bouquet of Summer Flowers, or Allegory of Mortality

John Muir, a Dream, a Waterfall, a Mountain Ash

[image: image]

After Xue Di

Dancing

The Creech Notebook

              1. A Basque Restaurant in Bakersfield

              2. A Straight Shot to Vegas

              3. Drones in the Desert

              4. Jailbird Priests

Seoul Notebook

              1. First Day of the Conference on Peace

              2. Mouths of Babes

Two Translations from Anglo-Saxon

              1. The Battle at Brunanburh

              2. The Death of Alfred; from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

[image: image]

What the Modernists Wrote About: An Informal Survey

A Talk at Sewanee

The Four Eternities, or the Grandfather’s Tale

Silence

The Sixth Sheikh’s Sheep’s Sick

Montale’s Notebooks

Small Act of Homage

Notes on the Notion of a Boundless Poetics


Acknowledgments

Notes

About the Author

Also by Robert Hass

Copyright

About the Publisher




First Poem



In the dream he was a hawk with blood on its beak.

In the dream he was a hawk.

In the dream he was a woman, naked, indolent from pleasure, a gleam of sperm on her vaginal lips.

In the dream he was a woman.

(He could both be the woman and see the viscid fluid in the dream.)

In the dream he was a turquoise bird fashioned from blue stone by a people who dug it from the earth and believed it was the shattered sky of a foreworld.

In the dream he was the turquoise bird.

In the dream his feet hurt, there was a long way still to go, lizards scuttling in the dust.

In the dream his feet hurt.

In the dream he was an old man, his woman gone, who woke early each day and made his pot of coffee and sliced bits of melons for the lizards and set them on the hard ground by the garden wall.

In the dream he was the old man.

The calm mouths of the lizards as they waited, themselves the color of the dust, meant that every creature was singular and solitary on the earth.

In the dream the woman in the elevator took out her eye.

It was a moon in the dream.

In the dream there was a knock on the door and it was the troop of begging children and he said to them in mock outrage, “You! Scoot! This is not your day. Tuesday is your day,” and the children laughed with great good humor.

Their day was Tuesday in the dream.




Nature Notes in the Morning



After days of wind,

No wind.

The leaves of the aspen are still.

The leaves of the alder and cottonwood,

Juddering for days and cold,

Are still.
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East sides of the trees

Are limned with light.

Last night a stand of lodgepoles

Lit on the west side.

A kind of symmetry in days

Because they’re standing still.

Just distribution theory:

Light.
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What do I know from yesterday?

The blue bell of the gentian on the trail.

Hawk moths swarming in the scree.

Two drops of violet

In a pool of azure:

Petals of the gentian.
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The leaves lit by light,

The rock face of the mountain gleaming.
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And only for a second yesterday

The tanager’s yellow breast.

As if the gift were excessive.

I marked the gentian’s location:

At a turn in the trail, left side going up.

Right side coming down, fern shading it,

Incense cedar above it, two boulders

Of granite, mica-flecked, and I still couldn’t find it

On the way back down.

[image: image]

Itō Jakuchū smeared a paste of egg yolk

And white paint on the back of his scrolls

And then crushed oyster shell to another paste

And added carmine for the rooster’s crest

He painted into the soft silk.

Smuggled Prussian blues from Europe

(There was a Tokugawa trade embargo)

For the way light looked on plums.
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Values in the right place: a country

That outlaws the use of Prussian blue.
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Lists of colors to ban from future kingdoms:

(Make list here.)

(Terre verte, alizarin.)
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Lips: carmine.

Last streaks of sunset: alizarin.
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The old art historian. I was going on

About Cézanne and he took me into the studio

And took down four tubes of shades of green

And stood me in front of an easel with a brush

And said, “Now, put these on paper

In small rectangular daubs so that they shimmer,

And until you can do that, I say this

In all friendship, shut up about Cézanne.”
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That was—what?—forty years ago.

Professor Henry Schaefer-Simmern.

Trained at Bauhaus. Escaped the Nazis in 1939.

He wore bow ties and plaid shirts, wrote about perception.

Big man, full of vitality.

He must be long dead.
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Sierra morning.

Bright sun. No wind,

So that stirring in the cottonwood

Must be a warbler.




Sprezzatura



Eugenio Montale asked me if there was an American word

For sprezzatura, particularly with respect to poetry.

In rispetto di poesia, he said. And I said, Yes, in American

We call it “moose” and mentioned several poets,

Frank O’Hara among them, who were quite famous,

As fame goes in our sort of work, for their moose.

He wondered if there were an American expression

To convey the general concept of “Eugenio Montale.”

And I said, Yes, we call it “George Seferis.” I also observed—

I was showing off, but how often do you get to talk

To Eugenio Montale—that, in my view, the prose of Seferis,

Especially his diaries from the last years of the war

And the slow wakening to that devastation after,

Was even greater than his poems, though his poems

At their best gave off pure light like the light that flares

From the white walls on the cliffs above the harbor in Skios

Which can make the eyes ache. He canted his head

Politely and asked if among Americans the worship

Of the Virgin Mary was a custom. And I said that it was

And that in the cities of the Middle West and probably

The towns, it was especially intense among the mothers

Of children with grave illnesses who heaped flowers

In enormous quantities before her altar and he nodded

And said that this was also the case in the cities of Italy.

And they light candles? he asked. And I said, Yes, candles.




Stanzas for a Sierra Morning



Looking for wildflowers: scruffy yarrow

With its deep roots for this dry place

And fireweed which likes disturbed ground.

There were lots of them. A bright white yarrow,

And the fireweed was the brilliant magenta

Some women put on their lips for summer evenings.

The water of the creek ran clear over creekstones

And a pair of dove-white plovers fished the rills

A sandbar made in one of the turnings of the creek.

You couldn’t have bought the sky’s blue.

Not in the silk markets of Samarkand. Not

In any market between Xi’an and Venice.

Which doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist.

Isn’t that, after all, what a stanza is for,

So that after a night of listening, unwillingly,

To yourself think, you can walk, idly,

Through some morning market, sipping tea,

An eye out for that scrap of immaculate azure.




Patches of Snow in July



In June there had been weeks of unseasonable cold and several days of snow in the Tahoe Sierra, so that city people were driving up to ski on the Fourth of July. Ten days later, the tips of the pines seemed to be on fire with the neon green of new growth, and along the Truckee River wildflowers had the raw look of early spring, as if they were astonished at themselves for having forced the dead earth. Coming into the valley, something about the way the grasses and wildflowers and trees climbed the mountains right up to treeline, as if they were a young orchestra hitting high notes, and the way the white patches of snow in the saddles of bare rock between the massive peaks glittered in the sun undid me. If that’s the right word. Undid. Woke up. Life in its exuberance rushing straight uphill toward death. The night before I had been reading from an anthology of seventeenth-century English poetry.

Death in Infancy

Nor let the milky fonts that bathe your thirst

Be your delay;

The place that calls you hence is, at the worst,

Milk all the way.

—RICHARD CRASHAW

Almost as if one should not speak of it,

who has not, as a parent, had the shock of it.

Too late to tell them that life is a breath,

or that life which is so fair is so unfair.

Too soon to be sure one is not hearing

through a wall the last crying before sleep,

to know a lullaby from inconsolable lament.

Hush now, just begun. Sleep a little. Sleep.
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Death in Childhood

Which cover lightly, gentle earth!

—BEN JONSON

He was a solemn and delicate little boy.

His father was a physicist, and I could see

on the day that I watched him on the beach

in La Jolla, that the shell in his hand was no toy

to him. He had learned to look at things.

Also to treat information with great seriousness.

So he studied it carefully and explained to me

that the successive ridges on the curvature

were the stages of its growth, and what form

of carbon calcium was, and how evolution

had worked its way up to invertebrates.

He would brush back a shock of blond hair

from his eyes to look up and see if I followed him.

The hole in his heart was not what killed him;

it was the way that his lungs had to labor

because of the defect. The surf was breaking

through irises of light, quick small rainbows

down the beach as far as one could see.

He had to have been a very avid listener.

It seemed to me to mean that he’d been loved,

and wanted to be like his father, which was why

it was so delicious to him to be talking

to almost any adult about all there is to know.

[image: image]

Death in Adolescence

We shall new shadows make the
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