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1

The Specialization of Poetry (1974)

For some time I have been gathering and reading a number of examples of the newest of literary genres, the interview-with-a-poet. I have at hand interviews with Philip Levine, James Dickey, Galway Kinnell, William Matthews, Adrienne Rich, Anne Sexton, Louis Simpson, and Mark Strand. At first I was mainly curious about the reasons for the growth of this genre: What does it mean that the work habits, personal circumstances, and casual opinions of poets have come to be held in such regard by the editors of magazines, by at least some readers, and evidently by the poets themselves? But the interviewed poets were expressing ideas that have been common in writings and discussions of poetry for a good many years, and as I read I saw how several of these ideas work together to define a specialization of poetry similar to the specialization of other disciplines.

My understanding of this specialization of poetry is, of course, indebted to the work of many writers. The subject has been dealt with most ably, among writings known to me, in John Crowe Ransom’s essay, “Poets without Laurels,” and in Edwin Muir’s lucid book, The Estate of Poetry. Ransom spoke of the purification or the puritanization of poetry, which he saw as a part of the general dissociation of the “elements of experience” and of the “faculties” of the modern mind, and Muir of the diminishment of poetry’s “estate,” which he defined as its “effective range and influence.” The Ransom essay was published in  The World’s Body in 1938, when the catastrophe of dissociation was still in its adolescence. The Estate of Poetry comprises the Charles Eliot Norton Lectures delivered by Muir in 1955—56. By then the dissociation of which Ransom wrote had produced a working model of Doomsday, and though Muir’s book is not apocalyptic it is informed by the historical urgency that burdens his later poems. Applied science (not necessarily “applied” by scientists) had had its tour de force in World War II, and Muir had understood the ferocious logic that was upon us.

Because of the proliferation of so-called protest poetry and the widespread involvement of poets in public issues after about 1964, it became possible to suppose that the concerns of Ransom and Muir had become somewhat dated. For a while during the sixties I hoped, and even believed, that the effort of many poets to speak out against public outrages might recover some of the lost estate of poetry; and I think that I was by no means the only one who hoped and believed this. But the political “involvement” of poets appears now to have subsided, leaving the “effective range and influence” of poetry no larger than before.

Having had several years in which to write my own protests, and several more in which to consider them and their effect, I conclude that I was wrong. I do not mean that I feel the protests to have been wrong, or that I would not—or that I do not now—protest the outrages that I know to be taking place. I was wrong in assuming that protest, in itself, might alter the status of poetry.

 

The primary aspect of specialization is practical; the specialist withdraws from responsibility for everything not comprehended by his specialty. Each specialization, Ransom says, “has had to resist the insidious charms of aesthetic experience before its own perfection could arise.” But this is a perfection of a kind never before contemplated in human history—a perfection that depends upon the abandonment of all the old ideals of harmony, symmetry, balance, order, in favor of the singular totalitarian ideal of control, which is typically achieved by leaving out or discounting or destroying whatever is not subject to control. Our achievement of this sort of control over certain particles of the Creation has given rise to the supposition that such control is possible on a much grander scale, which would permit us to bring nature and history into line with our intentions. There is no need, I think, to dwell on the moral degeneracy, the spiritual misery, the abuses and wastes of power that are the result of this ambition. And we are every day surrounded by more evidence of its futility. Human control on any grand scale is impossible, and the technological and political controls that are possible are frequently the opposite of order; any viable human order must come to terms with the impossibility of absolute control.

Engineering, agriculture, and other practical disciplines, then, shrugged off the claims of esthetics—among other things. Their withdrawal from the concern for esthetics defined that as the proper “field” for artists. And the artists specialized their various disciplines, Ransom says, by breaking down “the union of beauty with goodness and truth, ”which until then was “common enough to be regarded as natural.” In reaction to the utilitarianism of other disciplines, the arts became defiantly nonutilitarian.

Ransom’s version of the modern role of the poet undoubtedly needs to be amended somewhat. First it must be made to accommodate his own obvious concern with the larger responsibilities of poets—likewise that of Allen Tate, one of whose poems Mr. Ransom cites as an example of the “obscure” or unmoral poem. One must mention such self-consciously “national” poets as Yeats, Williams, and MacDiarmid, and a poet so determinedly a teacher as Pound; one knows that some poets have resisted the claims of beauty and that others have attempted to be moralists or mages or priests or politicians. So much said, it remains true that the poet is isolated and specialized and that the old union of beauty, goodness, and truth is broken. It remains true that, as Muir said, “The public has become one of the subjects of poetry, but is no longer its audience.”

I believe that the sudden rise and growth of the interview genre is itself a symptom of the specialization of poetry, and that it reveals some of the dangers. It suggests, as a sort of implied premise, that poets are different from other people; hence the interest in what they say as opposed to what they write. (The popularity of poetry readings, which about parallels the vogue of the winterview, probably owes something to the same feeling, though the readings have a more legitimate function.) There has come to be a class of what might be called poet watchers, who seem to be convinced that, whereas their own lives are routine and dull, the lives of poets are constantly “different” and exciting. Judging from their tone and their lack of controversy, I conclude that most interviews with poets are conducted by poet watchers. The purpose cannot be a dialogue between two beings of the same general kind; that, surely, would lead to hard questions or, better, to argument. Nor can the purpose be to learn what the poets have to say about their art, for that could be better done in an essay; if it is to be done at all, it ought to be done in an essay. The idea, obviously, is to exumine the poet, to study as unobtrusively as possible whatever privacies may be disclosed by the inadvertences of conversation. The interviewer operates in a blind of obsequiousness, hoping the poets will reveal themselves as the strange creatures they really are. The interviewers and their intended readers are so convinced of the poet’s otherness that they need to stand in his presence and say, “Well, well, so this is a poet.” At a poetry reading once, I sat behind a group of such spectators who passed back and forth during the entire evening a huge pair of binoculars.

But poet watchers have a limitation in common with bird watchers. Some essential things will not be revealed to them, because their interest is too direct, too imbued with the excitement of a special occasion. They are too much agog. If to an attentiveness appropriately critical and calm the words of a poet reveal something extraordinary, then an extraordinary response is certainly in order. But it is better to be agape afterwards than agog beforehand.

The poet watcher is a kind of absurdity. But insofar as they have helped to create him and to the degree that they indulge or exploit or need his excitement, there is also an absurdity in poets. There is apparently now some widespread feeling among poets themselves that they are of a different kind, hence have some special explaining to do. And this explaining often involves an advocacy of the very ideas and conditions that made the explanation necessary in the first place.

 

One of the oldest doctrines of specialist-poets is that of the primacy of language and the primacy of poetry. They have virtually made a religion of their art, a religion based not on what they have in common with other people, but on what they do that sets them apart. For poets who believe this way, a poem is not a point of clarification or connection between themselves and the world on the one hand and between themselves and their readers on the other, nor is it an adventure into any reality or mystery outside themselves. It is a seeking of self in words, the making of a wordworld in which the word-self may be at home. The poets go to their poems as other people have gone to the world or to God—for a sense of their own reality. Louis Simpson, for instance, says to an interviewer: “I have a very funny sense of myself in the poem—I’m not talking about me, I’m talking about how the poems make a self for me.” Later he says of himself and some of his contemporaries: “We had to be devoted to poetry for its own sake.”1, And Mark Strand says: “I have the feeling that I am a metaphor for my own being.”2

It may be argued, as Ransom does, that this emphasis was in some sense forced upon poets by their peculiar isolation in a society dominated by specialists of more practical kinds. But this way of looking at language and at poetry also completes and enforces the isolation of poets, not just within a sort of literary  ghetto or subghetto, but within themselves. Mark Strand is evidently not the only poet who would say that “the self in a sense is all we have left.”

This feeling is more particularly documented by Philip Levine, who anticipates, beyond the limits of his isolation, a reader—but an ideal reader with whom he may be in touch only by his poetry, with whom he will have no common ground except his poetry. Commenting on his assumption that he has no readers in his native city, he says to his interviewer: “I think it’s terrific. I have a Detroit that vanished about 1952 for all I know, when I left. I live it, it’s in my head, and it’s got nothing to do with what’s back there now.” The world, then, is usable for poetry only after it has been totally subsumed in the self. Mr. Levine goes on to say of a visit to Spain : “By the end of the year the landscape seemed me, seemed like a projection of my own inner being. I felt that when I looked at the Spanish landscape I was looking at a part of myself.”3

The world that once was mirrored by the poet has become the poet’s mirror. This explains, I think, the emphasis upon personal terror and suffering and the fear of death in much recent poetry. When the self is one’s exclusive subject and limit, reference and measure, one has no choice but to make a world of words. And this gives to one’s own suffering and death the force of cataclysm.

But the difficulties are more than personal. For one thing, the subject of poetry is not words, it is the world, which poets have in common with other people. It has been argued that modern poets were forced to turn inward by the disposition of their materialistic societies to turn outward. But that argument ignores or discounts the traditions that have always bound poetry to the concerns and values of the spirit. This ancient allegiance gives poets the freedom, and perhaps the moral imperative, to turn outward. It is surely no accident that Yeats, perhaps the most spiritual poet in our language in our era, was also perhaps the most political. As regards this connection between humans and  the world, the specialization of poetry is exactly analogous to the specialization of religion. Putting exclusive emphasis upon a world of words has the same result as putting exclusive emphasis upon heaven; it leads to, and allows, and abets the degradation of the world. And it leads ultimately to the degradation of poetry and religion. Renunciation of the world may sustain religious or poetic fervor for a while, but sooner or later it becomes suicidal.

This exclusive emphasis upon language leads also to the degradation of general literacy. Not so long ago it was generally thought that in order to be a writer a person needed extraordinary knowledge or experience. This, of course, frequently led to some willful absurdity in the life of a young writer. But it also suggested a connection—even a responsible connection—between art and experience or art and the world. What we have too frequently now, in the words of hundreds of poetry reviews in the time of my own coming of age, is the notion that what distinguishes a writer from a nonwriter is, first and last, a gift and a love of language,. Writers, that is, are not distinguished by their knowledge or character or vision or inspiration or the stories they have to tell; they are distinguished by their specialties. This is a difference not of degree, but of kind. And the resulting absurdities are greater than before, and more dangerous. The power of such notions among the college-bred is suggested by a statement of Mr. John W. Dean III: “I would still like to be a writer. Maybe I will write a book. I love to play with words and twist phrases. I always play Scrabble.”4

If both writer and reader assume that the writer’s gift makes him or her a person of a radically different kind, then it seems that the relation between writer and reader must be radically reduced. Reading a book becomes merely a diversion. A writer such as Shakespeare is of course distinguished by his language, which is certainly his gift and his love. But his language is, after all, the common tongue, to which his gift is uncommon grace and power; without his commonness we could neither recognize nor value his distinction.

One of the first obligations of poets is certainly to purify the language of the tribe—but not merely to write poems with it. The language of the tribe used by a specialist-poet to produce a poem “for its own sake” can only describe the boundaries of an imprisoning and damning selfhood. Joyce Carol Oates says, writing of Sylvia Plath : “When the epic promise of ‘One’s-self I sing’ is mistaken as the singing of a separate self, and not the Universal self, the results can only be tragic.”5 There is a sense of balance that is missing from the atmosphere that now surrounds much of the writing and much of the criticism of poetry. This sense of balance would lead and lead again to the poet’s place of responsibility between the poem’s readers and its subject—which is also the readers’subject. It would see words as fulcrums across which intelligence must endlessly be weighed against experience.

 

Another common ground is the literary tradition that joins all the sharers of literature, writers and readers, living and dead. But literary talk now seems remarkable for its lack of interest in tradition. The poets in the interviews are preoccupied with the new, with the modern world and modern times. They speak of very few poets who began to publish before World War II, almost none who lived before this century. Some of these poets seem to dismiss the past simply by lack of interest. Others show a sort of vindictiveness against it, typically expressed in generalized condemnations of traditional forms. Mark Strand says that “we [my emphasis] distrust rhyme because it sounds a little tinny, a little false, a little decorative, and a little unnatural. The point of writing ... plain-style verse ... is to affect as much as possible the naturalness of conversation, or plain discourse, not overly-excited discourse. Rhymes would get in the way.... I’m not talking about my own poetry when I say this. I’m sure Galway Kinnell and Robert Mezey. . . would not ever write in meters or rhyme.” But Mr. Strand immediately confuses the issue by adding: “I’ve rhymed fairly recently, and I find it useful. I  don’t mind that, and I don’t mind meters either. It sometimes seems quite natural to me.”

Adrienne Rich apparently feels no such ambivalence. Her interviewer says: “Not many people anymore, not many poets anymore, talk very much, or feel they need to talk much, about form. Right?” And Rich replies: “Right! Or think very much about it.” She calls Yeats “that table-rapping fascist,” and says of her inability “to use the literature of the past”: “I can’t ... read a poem by Yeats and feel somebody is talking to me whose voice I need to hear.”6

William Matthews falls into line on the issue of traditional form, but his remarks on the subject are more elaborate and may afford some insight into the apparently widespread bias against form, traditional and otherwise. He believes, he says, “that one of the functions of art should be to disarrange patterns of certainty in the psyche....” This century has produced “a life that is organized all too well, and ... we really need to have our certainties shaken up badly.” He says that it has never occurred to him to write in traditional forms because “I’m so much a believer in the notion of surprising yourself, and taking risks and preferring disorder to order, that it would be almost temperamentally impossible for me to do it.”7

There are at least four false assumptions here: (1) that all “patterns of certainty” are false; (2) that there is no form except “traditional form”; (3) that the employment or the pursuit of form can lead only to what has been predetermined; (4) that organization is necessarily synonymous with order. The first of these assumptions may be simply an inadvertence of casual conversation: perhaps he meant “false patterns of certainty.” To the second of these assumptions it can of course be said that, though the interest in form may be traditional, it is certainly possible to invent or to discover forms that are not traditional. The third assumption, it seems to me, is based on a misunderstanding of the nature and use of poetic form. The fourth assumption—of the identity of organization and order—is the most serious, because it fails  to see the overwhelming disorder inherent in much, perhaps in most, twentieth-century organization.

The fear of chaos, Mr. Matthews maintains, originates with “people who get up every morningat eight o‘clock, teach an Aesthetic Theory class at 10, get the department mail at twelve o’clock, give a graduate student exam in the afternoon, go home and have two drinks before dinner.” Maybe so. But it seems to me more likely that the praises of chaos must come from people whose lives are so safely organized. Mr. Matthews does concede that “There’s a kind of chaos which is awful—the moment before civilizations collapse, or when three members of your immediate family or friends are killed.” But I do not believe that people who have experienced chaos are aptto praise or advocate any degree or variety of it. And to make these distinctions of value between kinds and degrees of chaos is both fanciful and dangerous. Formlessness is, after all, neither civilized nor natural. It is a peculiarly human evil, without analogue in nature, caused by the failures of civilization: inattention, irresponsibility, carelessness, ignorance of consequence. It is the result of the misuse of power. It is neither house nor field nor forest, but rather a war or a strip mine, where the balance between stability and change has been overthrown. The reason we need to have our false certainties shaken is so that we may see the possibility of better orders than we have.

Behind these and other perfunctory dismissals of traditional form there seems to be a feeling that these forms are not “organic.” But I wonder if the distinction between organic and traditional is not misleading. A better set of terms, I think, would be organic and mechanical. There are some sonnets, for instance, whose form is organic; others whose form is mechanical. The difference apparently lies in the nature of the poem’s conception and in the appropriateness or expressiveness of the form. And I do not see why a traditional verse form might not belong with complete propriety to what Denise Levertov calls the “constellation” of the experiences that make a poem.8

It may be necessary to question how much importance poets assign to statements they make to interviewers. But that Mr. Strand and Ms. Rich and Mr. Matthews spoke so casually and so generally of tradition and form, knowing that they spoke for publication, seems to imply an assumption that they spoke for many of their contemporaries. And though I am not sure how these statements are meant, they sound compulsively fashionable; they appear to have that eagerness to be up-to-date that identifies the modern cult of originality. That this eagerness to replace the old with the new justifies itself by the alleged uniqueness of the strains and demands of the modern world does not necessarily ennoble it: the modern world is after all largely the product of merchandisers, whose argument has been essentially the same.

Contemporaneity, in the sense of being “up with the times,” is of no value. Wakefulness to experience—as well as to instruction and example—is another matter. But what we call the modern world is not necessarily, and not often, the real world, and there is no virtue in being up-to-date in it. It is a false world, based upon economies and values and desires that are fantastical—a world in which millions of people have lost any idea of the materials, the disciplines, the restraints, and the work necessary to support human life, and have thus become dangerous to their own lives and to the possibility of life. The job now is to get back to that perennial and substantial world in which we really do live, in which the foundations of our life will be visible to us, and in which we can accept our responsibilities again within the conditions of necessity and mystery. In that world all wakeful and responsible people, dead, living, and unborn, are contemporaries. And that is the only contemporaneity worth having.

What is needed is work of durable value; the time or age of it matters only after the value has been established. That a good poet is our contemporary reassures us of the continuing liveliness of certain possibilities; the contemporaneity of a worthless poet is a depressant. But there is much that we need that we cannot  get from our contemporaries—even assuming that the work we have from them is the best that is possible: they cannot give us the sense of the longevity of human experience, the sense of the practicable, af proven possibility, that we get from older writing. Our past is not merely something to depart from; it is to commune with, to speak with: “Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night showeth knowledge.” Remove this sense of continuity, and we are left with the thoughtless present tense of machines. If we fail to see that we live in the same world that Homer lived in, then we not only misunderstand Homer; we misunderstand ourselves. The past is our definition. We may strive, with good reason, to escape it, or to escape what is bad in it, but we will escape it only by adding something better to it.

If, as I believe, one of the functions of tradition is to convey a sense of our perennial nature and of the necessities and values that are the foundation of our life, then it follows that, without a live tradition, we are necessarily the prey of fashion: we have no choice but to emulate in the arts the “practical men” of commerce and industry whose mode of life is distraction of spirit and whose livelihood is the outdating of fads.

 

Isolated by the specialization of their art—by their tendency to make a religion of poetry or to make a world out of words, and by their preoccupation with the present and the new—poets of modern times seem to run extreme occupational risks. James Dickey says: “I think there is a terrible danger in the overcultivation of one’s sensibilities, and that’s what poets are forced to do in order to become poets.” And: “In order to create poetry, you make a monster out of your own mind.” He explains that some poets use alcohol or other drugs, first to coax the monster, and then to protect themselves from it. He mentions, as victims, John Berryman, Hart Crane, and Dylan Thomas, and calls poetry one of the most dangerous occupations in the world. But he believes that most of the victims have been content with their bargain: “Because the moments of intensity which do lead to delight and joy and fulfillment are so much better than those that other people have.”9

The word “monster” is used in a perhaps similar way in the 285th of Berryman’s Dream Songs. The poem speaks of Henry’s struggling and darkness and confusion, and then says that “he took in his stride/ more than most monsters can.” It ends:Henry peered quite alone 
as if the worlds would answer to a code 
just around the corner, down gelid dawn, 
beckoning like a moan.





I think Mr. Dickey’s mention of the use of drugs may give too limited a definition to the danger he is talking about, for associated with the possibility of a dependence on a drug is the possibility of a dependence on pain, a symbiosis in which a poet’s work feeds on a suffering which, in turn, the work elaborates and augments, and again feeds on.

What I mainly want to question in Mr. Dickey’s statement is the assumption that this monstrousness of mind and this suffering are necessary to the writing of poetry. There is no denying that poetry can be produced in this way—at least for a while. History certainly offers examples of unhappy or obsessed or mad poets, but it offers more examples of poets who sang or wrote in the exuberance of sanity, health, wholeness of spirit. One instantly credits Anne Sexton’s statement that “Pain engraves a deeper memory,”10 not because one believes that it invariably does, but because one senses, in the modesty and brevity of the sentence, the probability that it sometimes does. But one can only be suspicious of the conclusion of the “afterthought” of Robert Lowell’s Notebook: “In truth I seem to have felt mostly the joys of living; in remembering, in recording, thanks to the gift of the Muse, it is the pain.”11 One is simply aware of too much joyous poetry that has been the gift of the Muse, who apparently leaves the ratio of pain and joy to be determined by the poet. To attribute to the Muse a special fondness  for pain is to come too close to desiring and cultivating pain. There is, I believe, some currency to the assumption that a fragmented, diseased people can make a whole and healthy art out of their fragmentation and disease. It has not yet been done. Yeats says that “neither scholars nor the populace have sung or read anything generation after generation because of its pain.”12

 

The danger may not be so much in the overcultivation of sensibility as in its exclusive cultivation. Sensibility becomes the inescapable stock in trade of the isolated poet, who is increasingly cut off from both song and story because the nature of these is communal. And isolation, or the sense of isolation, is moving much of our poetry toward the tone, rhythm, and structure of what Mark Strand calls “not overly excited discourse.” This is what Denise Levertov calls “an unexampled production of notations : poems which tell of things seen or done, but ... do not impart a sense of the experiencing of seeing or doing, or of the value of such experience....” And she says that “The lack of a unifying intelligence, of the implicit presence of an interpreting spirit behind the notation, is associated—and not accidentally—with a lack of music.”13 The union of overcultivated sensibility and undercultivated verse cannot produce song. It produces—not prose—but the prosaic, unessential prose. The art does not press hard enough against experience.

I find it impossible to believe that song can come from, or lead to, isolation. If a poet says, “I vnto my selfe alone will sing,” as Spenser does at the beginning of his “Epithalamion,” he can only mean that he does so in anticipation of accompaniment or at least of company. A poetwho felt assured that he sang to himself alone would soon find his song lapsing diffidently into a “not overly excited discourse” on the subject of isolation, guilt, suffering, death, and oblivion—the self-exploiting autobiography of disconnected sensibility.

Song is natural; we have it in common with animals. For humans, it is also artificial and traditional; it has to be made by  someone who knows how to make it and sung to someone who will recognize it as song. Rhythm, fundamental to it, is its profoundest reference. The rhythm of a song or a poem rises, no doubt, in reference to the pulse and breath of the poet, as is often repeated, but that is still too specialized an accounting; it rises also in reference to daily and seasonat—and surely even longer—rhythms in the life of the poet and in the life that surrounds him. The rhythm of a poem resonates with these larger rhythms that surround it; it fills its environment with sympathetic vibrations. Rhyme, which is a function of rhythm, may suggest this sort of resonance; it marks the coincidences of smaller structures with larger ones, as when the day, the month, and the year all end at the same moment. Song, then, is a force opposed to specialty and to isolation. It is the testimony of the singer’s inescapable relation to the world, to the human community, and also to tradition.

But even more suggestive of the specialization of contemporary poets is their estrangement from storytelling. Typically, one can find this debility cited as a virtue and a goal. In an interview that is in general far more carefully spoken and better considered than most, Galway Kinnell says: “I would like a poem to be able to be free of narrative.” One needs to know the reasons that lie behind this statement, but the interview does not produce them. Mr. Kinnell says only that “If a poem could be free of narrative altogether, it would at least open the possibility that some truth could be said directly rather than by parable.”14 But he is never asked the two obvious questions: how this might be possible, and why it might be desirable.

(I must acknowledge a certain unfairness, here as earlier, in challenging a poet’s statement in the absence of his argument. I assume, however, that the general absence, in these interviews, of the questions that would have produced the arguments must imply either that the statements are all so widely credited that there is no apparent need to explain or support them, or that specialization imposes an ethic or etiquette that automatically  concedes the virtue of anything whatever that a poet says about poetry.)

Though I believe that freedom from narrative has not often been advocated as a goal, there can be no question that the narrative power of poetry has been in decline for generations, until it is now little more than inadvertent. Our century has produced several poems that poets and readers have called “epic,” but both character and story, in the old senses of the terms, are absent from most. (“Epic,” as the word is now often used, seems to mean little more than major or ambitious or long.) That so accomplished a poet as Galway Kinnell now speaks of the suppression of narrative as a goal is, it seems to me, a serious matter, especially as it is only the latest in a series of programs to renew or purify poetry by reducing its means. Why is it necessary for poets to believe, like salesmen, that the new inevitably must replace or destroy the old? Why cannot poetry renew itself and advance into new circumstance by adding the new to the old? Why cannot the critical faculty, in poets and critics alike, undertake to see that the best of the new is grafted to the best of the old? Free verse, for instance, is a diminishment of the competence of poetry if it is seen as replacing traditional prosody; it is an enlargementonly if it is conceived as an addition. Freedom from narrative is a diminishment—it is not even a freedom—unless it is included with the capability of narrative among the live possibilities of poetry. To attempt to advance by more taking away is not to bring into view a renewed and newly powerful art. It heads us instead toward what Mr. Kinnell himself warns against: “the other possibility, that to exist at all poetry will simply give up its old ambitions and adapt itself to what is, that it will simply become the expression of a reality from which all trace of the sacred has been removed.”

But this weakening of narrative in poetry—whether by policy, indifference, or debility—may be one of the keys to what is wrong with us, both as poets and as people. It is indicative of a  serious lack of interest, first, in action, and second, in responsible action. Muir said that “the story, although it is our
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