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To Sam and Willa and April,

who write my favorite poems

every day
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It follows that poems are not so important as the poetic process, the transforming power that spiritualizes the world, turning visibility into invisibility, the world into ourselves.(photo credit 1.2)

—DENIS DONOGHUE

on The Selected Poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke





Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Introduction




CONVERSATIONS

Maxine Kumin · NOVEMBER 14, 1973
“For My Son on the Highways of His Mind,” “Sperm”

Robert Hass · DECEMBER 14, 1977
“Meditation at Lagunitas”

Muriel Rukeyser · FEBRUARY 22, 1978
“Dream Drumming”

Philip Levine · MARCH 29, 1978
“You Can Have It”

Louise Glück · FEBRUARY 28, 1979
“For My Mother,” “Autumnal,” “World Breaking Apart”

June Jordan · MARCH 21, 1979
“Poem for South African Women”

James Merrill · MAY 23, 1979
Mirabell: Books of Number

Marilyn Hacker · APRIL 15, 1980
“The Hang-Glider’s Daughter”

Galway Kinnell · MARCH 24, 1981
“Little Sleep’s-Head Sprouting Hair in the Moonlight”

Derek Walcott · MAY 5, 1982
“XLVIII”

Amy Clampitt · FEBRUARY 22, 1983
“Black Buttercups”

Lucille Clifton · MAY 3, 1983
“chemotherapy”

Stanley Plumly · april 29, 1986
“Against Starlings”

C. K. Williams · MARCH 1, 1988
“Medusa”

Molly Peacock · APRIL 7, 1992
“The Hunt”

Robert Pinsky · NOVEMBER 16, 1993
“The Want Bone”

Edward Hirsch · OCTOBER 2, 1993
“Wild Gratitude”

Frank Bidart · MARCH 1, 1994
“Confessional”

William Matthews · MARCH 29, 1994
“My Father’s Body”

Paul Muldoon · MARCH 14, 1995
“Cows”

Li-Young Lee · MARCH 29, 1995
“The Cleaving”

Charles Simic · APRIL 19, 1995
“Official Inquiry Among the Grains of Sand”

Eamon Grennan · MARCH 15, 1996
“Ants”

Postscript: “Pearl London” By Robert Polito


Acknowledgments

Permissions Acknowledgments

Illustration Credits

About The Author






Introduction

IN THE FALL OF 1970, at the New School in Greenwich Village, a new teacher posted a flyer on the wall. It read “Meet Poets and Poetry, with Pearl London and Guests.” Few students responded. No one knew Pearl London. But the seminar’s first guests turned out to be John Ashbery, Adrienne Rich, and Robert Creeley. Soon Maxine Kumin followed, then W. S. Merwin, Mark Strand, and Galway Kinnell. So London upped the ante: She began asking all poets to deliver nothing less than the manuscripts of their newest poems for discussion.

“If you can come,” she wrote each of them, “I would appreciate you sending me any notes jotted down on the back of an envelope, or work sheets of any sort, even doodles. This is a course concerned essentially with the making of the poem, with the work in progress as process—with both the vision and the revision. In a sense, the shaping spirit of the imagination is what it is all about.”

Poets accepted one after another, word spread, and for the next twenty-five years London’s classroom became know simply as “Works in Progress,” a coveted destination for Nobel laureates Walcott and Heaney, a string of eight U.S. poet laureates, double National Book Award winner Merrill, and eleven Pulitzer Prize winners. There were poets at the height of their careers—Rukeyser, Simic, Clampitt, and Olds for instance—and poets at the cusp of their emergence in letters, like Carson and Muldoon. They came to London’s door as she requested, with fresh manuscripts and sheaves of notes and drafts in hand, under-the-hood evidence of exactly “the vision and the revision” that provoked her attention.

Maybe for the poets it seemed almost natural at the time, to finish or nearly finish a poem and share stages of the process with a small class of would-be poets and a dedicated teacher. But for us, in retrospect, the sheer accumulation of key names and important poems casts this seemingly quiet enterprise in a different light. Some of the poems they shared with London’s class would later be widely anthologized; many would turn out to be central pieces in the poets’ careers—for instance, the title poems to Pinsky’s The Want Bone and Hirsch’s Wild Gratitude, Clampitt’s Black Buttercups, a section of Merrill’s epic The Changing Light at Sandover, and Hass’s essential “Meditation at Lagunitas.”

What did the poets get in return? They got examined, dissected, valued, and exposed. And nearly everyone came back for more—some two or three times, Plumly a record five. Within four walls for an hour and a half every other week, London quietly brought a generation to light, the best poets and poetry of the last quarter of the twentieth century.

THIS STORY might have been lost or little known following London’s death in 2003—as classroom magic always fades, except briefly in memory—if not for the discovery of a hundred tapes hidden in boxes in a closet at her home in Manhattan, near Washington Square Park. The tapes represent most of the sessions recorded through 1998, when she retired. That the trove existed, secreted away for so long, stunned most everyone who knew about this seminar. It made sense that a few recordings would survive and resurface, since an old-fashioned cassette player sat on a desk during class, manned by one student or another. No one paid particular attention to it, however. No one ever expected to see the tapes together again, certainly not a complete catalog of them side by side. Yet there they were, along with file upon file stuffed with copies of the manuscripts and drafts the poets brought along on the days they visited.

I KNEW about Pearl London’s class, though not about the tapes or files. For five years in the mid-1990s I taught fiction writing at the New School, and if there was an empty chair and my schedule allowed, I dropped in to listen. Forché, Pinsky, Kunitz, Plumly, Hirsch—these were like no interviews I’d ever heard. It’s a mistake to call them interviews at all, of course. With London in charge, as first-time guests learned soon enough, the interview model just broke down. These were conversations: passionate, human, sometimes formal or funny, tilting now and then toward improvisational theater. How did their new work reflect each poet’s central concerns? Were they after form or meaning, rhythm or rhyme, lyric or narrative, protest or confession? London kept looking for the heart, the essential metaphor of their work, and often enough she found it.

OF THE HUNDRED or so newly discovered recordings, I had to winnow down to the following twenty-three for this book. They appear for the first time. Some tapes, such as Creeley’s and Ashbery’s, had gone missing entirely. For others, the choice was extremely difficult. How, say, to leave out W. S. Merwin? It came down to finding a particular array of poems and an array of particular voices, as I hope readers will see. In the end the poets speak for themselves. I’ve included brief chapter introductions to situate their visits in time: who they were when they arrived at London’s doorstep, what they had written, what was later to come. But I also need to say a word more about how London set these conversations in motion and teased so much original material from so many poets for so many years. It may help to see what they saw on their way to her class.

FIRST THING: Works in Progress was held in an unusual room. You reached it through the 66 West Twelfth Street entrance of the New School, with its 1930s International-style façade, then went straight to the fifth floor. Auden, Frost, Lowell, O’Hara, and Kunitz had taught there, in a writing program founded in 1931, and Pearl London’s room—best of the best—held the sprawling, nine-panel murals of Thomas Hart Benton. They surrounded the class, regionalist images of America at work and play, until they were tragically sold off just before Derek Walcott’s 1982 visit. As students filtered in, Pearl London would already be sitting at a desk in the front, going over countless notes and passing sheaves of copied manuscripts among the early arrivals. She also positioned the poet’s previously published books in front of her, annotated to the hilt in her signature heavy ink; with check marks beside the poems she liked, double checks beside the stanzas, underlining and marginalia flooding the page. In addition she brought her own sheets of notes for the day and a few starting quotations ready to go on the blackboard. It was preparation taken to a new level. And then there was London herself.

“When I recall her I always see her ‘in color,’ ” Philip Levine wrote to me. “She dressed colorfully, and her speech and gestures—her whole presentation of herself—was dramatic. For that and for her beauty I assumed she had experience acting.” She favored cloaks, bright red lipstick, and large necklaces, a 1950s-style of high fashion she never changed, and she doused her visitors with a hospitality bordering on devotion. Levine also recalled a woman “of some years” who “still has the presence of someone who clearly knows she is attractive but makes nothing of it.” She certainly could be charming, by turns almost girlish in her excitement over new poetry and new poets and then astute, strong-minded, and clear. “Magnificent poem,” she would repeat—and mean it.

For poets coming from afar, she played host; there would often be coffee or drinks at her row house a few blocks away on Washington Mews, gatherings for students, friends, and admirers of poetry. She served in a quiet way as literary doyenne, if doyenne is still a role possible in this world: a Natalie Barney or Mabel Dodge. She was the daughter of M. Lincoln Schuster, cofounder of publishing house Simon & Schuster, and the wife of Ephraim London, a lawyer who famously defended artists’ rights of free expression. Maybe that explains part of it.

At age twenty-two London had written the official poem of the 1939 New York World’s Fair. Orson Welles had read it over the radio. Louis Untermeyer had anthologized a translation she made in his canonical Treasury of Great Poems. She earned a master’s in English at NYU, and, as Robert Polito notes in his postscript here, there was some talk of late poems, but it’s sure that nothing she did creatively gave her as much pleasure as those decades she devoted to teaching poetry, choosing and inviting the poets, and preparing weeks in advance for their visits. If not consciously a mission, the class anyway became her life’s work.

At the start of each session, she was always gracious, formal in an old-school way, characteristically addressing her guests by both first and last names: “Derek Walcott, I’m thrilled you are here, it’s really very good of you to come, we’re going to start right in.” And start she did, with a query about a particular line of his that bothered her. Questions were meant to be provocative and intricate, but rarely, as I came to hear them, merely literary. Again, she pushed to engage the core of the poetry. When June Jordan came a second time, London started with a quotation from her favorite instigator, W. H. Auden: “Poets who want to change the world tend to be unreadable.” London knew the reaction she’d get. She invited many poet-activists to her class, from Rukeyser to a young Clampitt to C. K. Williams, and one can tell she sympathized with them. Jordan found Auden’s sentiment appalling and elitist, and it provoked a rather brilliant run of thoughts. The poets understood what London was doing. Hirsch joked that he felt exposed and wanted to put on his jacket. Grennan said that if London probed any further he’d have to take off his shirt. She’d openly suggest line and word alternatives—to Peacock, to Jordan—while Kumin was brave enough to admit she actually came to class looking for help on a poem.

Far from being put off, poets rose to the occasion. They were sitting beside someone who had read every word of both their poetry and essays, recent and old, and who even remembered answers from previous visits—see Stanley Plumly’s surprise at her recall. He later wrote her a thank you note: “I enjoyed especially visiting with your classes because they are your classes—well-prepared and caring.” Where else could they find that level of preparation, that kind of complete immersion in their poetry?

And, I imagine, the instinct to prepare and immerse has a complementary instinct, which is to save and record, if only for oneself. London was so devoted to these poets she couldn’t throw out any record of their visits, not a note, not a book, not a letter, not a copy of their work sheets—not a flimsy cassette tape thirty years old.

WHICH BRINGS A LAST WORD: Each of these ninety-minute tapes, transcribed, ran to some forty to fifty pages of text, so it also wasn’t obvious what parts to leave behind. Some stretches of each conversation were serious and meticulous in detail, others just freewheeling and irreverent—and the balance swayed from poet to poet depending on their mood that day or that week or even that year. My primary goal was to capture the poets’ voices and habits of thought as faithfully as possible, whether they spoke in complete paragraphs, like Walcott and Matthews, or sounded like telegrams. In short, poets not only spoke for themselves, they were also allowed to sound like themselves. Since cuts had to be made, much more of Pearl London’s voice was lost in favor of space for the poets.

Which is as it should be, of course. London would never have stepped in front of her guests. Nevertheless, if a book like this somehow retrieves lost slices of time in art, it may also catch in its net, by luck, a voice no one would otherwise come to know. During the course of his 1993 appearance, Edward Hirsch repeats a line from Robert Frost to the effect that if a book of poetry holds twenty-nine poems, the book itself becomes the thirtieth poem. Nearing the end of her career at the time of Hirsch’s visit, Pearl London loved that thought, and I think I know why. There was a narrative drive behind the rhythm of her questions, energized by a deep love of poetry—and poets. Her classroom became the thirtieth poem and, one hopes, that energy and love will be present in this book.

ALEXANDER NEUBAUER

OCTOBER 5, 2009

CORNWALL, CONNECTICUT
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Maxine Kumin

MAXINE KUMIN wrote Pearl London apologetically in 1985 about a potential third visit to her class: “I am reluctant to think of April because we have a foal due the third week and I want to be here … yet, your kind of class is so valuable that I hate to turn you down.” London was luckier in 1973, when the first of Kumin’s visits was recorded. It appears in the pages that follow.

Kumin was born to Reform Jewish parents in the Germantown section of Philadelphia, in 1925, the youngest of four children. At Radcliffe she studied history and literature, received her bachelor’s and master’s degrees, and met and married her husband. As a young mother she began publishing light verse, but it was not until 1957 that she looked seriously to poetry, taking a workshop in Boston. One of her classmates turned out to be Anne Sexton, who became a close friend and collaborator. Both women had young children, and Kumin has described how they would speak on the phone “for hours at a stretch, interrupting poem-talk to stir the spaghetti sauce, switch the laundry, or try out a new image on the typewriter.” Kumin’s first book of poems, Halfway, was published in 1961, and there have since been fourteen more books of poems, as well as novels, essays, and children’s books. In 1981 she served in a role that would later be named U.S. poet laureate.

On this first visit to London’s class, Kumin discussed her iconic “For My Son on the Highways of His Mind” and a newly written poem called “Sperm.” That same year, 1973, Kumin’s fourth book, Up Country: Poems of New England, won the Pulitzer Prize. It shares the direct style and keen eye of her earlier work, inflected by nature both harsh and lush, and with the rhythms of life always present. She and her husband of fifty-nine years live on an old farm in rural New Hampshire, where they have raised three children, ten foals, sheep, dogs, cats, and vegetables. “She continues to use as material the active days, the varied dreams of her life,” May Swenson has said. “Experience is directly poured and cast into art.”
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NOVEMBER 14, 1973
“For My Son on the Highways of His Mind”
[image: ]
“Sperm”

PEARL LONDON: We talked about Galway Kinnell’s statement that “the real nature poem will not exclude Man and deal only with animals and plants and stones. It will be a poem in which we re-feel ourselves, our own animal and plant and stone life. Our own deep connections with all other beings.” Is that part of it for you?

MAXINE KUMIN: Essential. The only reason for writing so-called nature poems or pastoral or antipastoral poems is because you are looking constantly to find out the human’s place in this order of things. Anything that invites reflection becomes a point of departure. That’s what the nature poems do over and over.

LONDON: Auden in his essay on Frost speaks of the fact that Frost’s favorite image was always the image of the abandoned house. Auden took the trouble to count the number of houses and barns in Frost’s Collected Poems and found there were something like twenty-seven winter barns, and twenty-one of them were empty. And I’ve forgotten what it was, nineteen of them were at night. But that sense of desolation and really isolation just doesn’t seem to be there in your poetry. It’s not that kind of—your houses aren’t abandoned. You’re taking up quarters in one house, and it’s filled with love; and in another house they’re marvelously “back to back in bed.” You talk about being a hermit—but you’re not.

KUMIN: Well, you’ve caught me out. Sometimes I’m a hermit, but most of the time I’m a very sociable, often ambivalent human being. I like to be with people—particularly my family and people I love. There are not very many abandoned houses in my poetry. There are a few I could point to—“Cross-Country by County Map.” But my view is not as dark as Frost’s, obviously. Perhaps I just haven’t lived long enough to become quite that cynical; it may happen to me, too, I just don’t know.

LONDON: We talked a lot last week about your poem called “For My Son on the Highways of His Mind.” William Empson somewhere says that every poet is at once a representative of his society and at the same time its critic. In a certain sense this poem—which deals with a boy who travels light with guitar, whose mother considers the various menacing situations that might happen to her child—this poem really deals very much with material that is of our time but is made more lyrical and lovely because of the way in which you’ve done it.

KUMIN: Well, it’s in that section of The Nightmare Factory [1970] called “Tribal Poems.” They are poems—as well as I can fix on it—that want to examine relationships between and among the generations. This poem, “For My Son on the Highways of His Mind,” came directly out of experience, as most [of my] poems do not. It’s an actual incident, and it insisted on being written. I had wanted to write it all in very short lines of the refrain because many years ago I wrote a poem in my first book, Halfway, which I think is just called “Poem for My Son.” It was a poem for this boy when he was an infant, written in very short, mostly trimeter lines and in a fairly difficult rhyme scheme.

When I started to write this [new] poem, that’s what I thought I would be able to do. But it turned out that I had so much exposition—if you will, narration—that I had to find some other way, so I hit on the two-stanza refrain, alternating it, and then telling the story in that other stanzaic pattern. Which as you see is again a little bit of a problem, because it sets up a rhyme scheme that is loose enough to move around in, but hard enough to hang on to. Every time I have something hard to tell or difficult to write I invariably find myself setting up the most elaborate stanzaic patterns to do it. As if that gives me permission to tell the truth and to say the hard things.

LONDON: That’s an interesting thing. Perhaps the structure somewhat stabilizes the material. And yet about two weeks ago, Clarence Major was here telling us that in order to deal with the material of his very, very bitter urban experience he had to write in fragmented lines.

KUMIN: Just the opposite for me. The more chaos, the more insistent I am on finding a form to hammer it into. Free verse is just too scary. And I don’t know … I suppose a good psychiatrist would have an answer why this is … but I suspect it has something to do with that paradox of feeling freed by conforming to the exigencies of a pattern and a rhyme scheme. That gives me all the latitude in the world with words and images and metaphors and similes to say whatever I need to say.

LONDON: A kind of scaffold.

KUMIN: I guess I am old-fashioned enough, and enough of a formalist, to believe that the metrical systems of poetry can enhance what you have to say if you handle them well enough. I don’t believe that rhyme should be obtrusive—I don’t like rhymes that come booming in at all—but some sort of an underbeat, a scaffolding if you want, really gives me that shiver, that response that lifts you half out of the chair when you read a poem that works.

But I will read this to you. And I’ll explain the ruptured duck and the golden toilet seat. The “ruptured duck” was the little pin that signified, at the end of World War II, that you had enough points and you had mustered out of the service. Even though you were still wearing a uniform, because there were no civilian clothes around, it meant you were really out of uniform. And the “golden toilet seat” was an award of merit, according to my husband, just a wreath that was sewn onto your sleeve that you got for keeping the latrines clean. OK.

[READS]


For My Son on the Highways of His Mind
for Dan

Today the jailbird maple in the yard
sends down a thousand red hands in the rain.
Trussed at the upstairs window I
watch the great drenched leaves flap by
knowing that on the comely boulevard
incessant in your head you stand again
at the cloverleaf, thumb crooked outward.

Dreaming you travel light
guitar pick and guitar
bedroll sausage tight
they take you as you are.

They take you as you are
there’s nothing left behind
guitar pick and guitar
on the highways of your mind.
Instead you come home with two cops, your bike
lashed to the back of the cruiser because
an old lady, afraid of blacks and boys
with hair like yours, is simon-sure you took
her purse. They search you and of course you’re clean.
Later we make it into a family joke,
a poor sort of catharsis. It wasn’t the scene

they made—that part you rather enjoyed—
and not the old woman whose money turned up next day
in its usual lunatic place under a platter
but the principle of the thing, to be toyed
with cat and mouse, be one mouse who got away
somehow under the baseboard or radiator
and expects to be caught again sooner or later.

Dreaming you travel light
guitar pick and guitar
bedroll sausage tight
they take you as you are.

Collar up, your discontent goes wrapped
at all times in the flannel army shirt
your father mustered out in, wars ago,
the ruptured duck still pinned to the pocket flap
and the golden toilet seat—the award his unit
won for making the bomb that killed the Japs—
now rubbed to its earliest threads, an old trousseau.

Meanwhile the posters on your bedroom wall
give up their glue. The corners start to fray.
Belmondo, Brando, Uncle Ho and Che,
last year’s giants, hang lop-eared but hang on.

The merit badges, the model airplanes, all
the paraphernalia of a simpler day
gather dust on the shelf. That boy is gone.

They take you as you are
there’s nothing left behind
guitar pick and guitar
on the highways of your mind.

How it will be tomorrow is anyone’s guess.
The Rand McNally opens at a nudge
to forty-eight contiguous states, easy
as a compliant girl. In Minneapolis
I see you drinking wine under a bridge.
I see you turning on in Washington, D.C.,
panhandling in New Orleans, friendless

in Kansas City in an all-night beanery
and mugged on the beach in Venice outside L.A.
They take your watch and wallet and crack your head
as carelessly as an egg. The yolk runs red.
All this I see, or say it’s what I see
in leaf fall, in rain, from the top of the stairs today
while your maps, those sweet pastels, lie flat and ready.

Dreaming you travel light
guitar pick and guitar
bedroll sausage tight
they take you as you are.

They take you as you are
there’s nothing left behind

guitar pick and guitar
on the highways of your mind.



STUDENT: Is there a way that you determine the structure, or does it come of itself …?

KUMIN: It comes. It doesn’t come of itself, but it begins to take shape. Now, while I was writing this poem I was commuting. If I’m working in a form like this I tend to work a lot in my head. Because a poem is marvelously portable. You can carry a problem around with you from the kitchen sink to the automobile to wherever. I pulled off the road a lot and wrote things down. I did write much of this poem in the car, oddly enough, pretty much through traffic. The refrain came first. The work sheets for this poem are unbelievably bad. I often start off very, very badly, and the only consoling thing about keeping work sheets is that you can look back afterward and see what a mess you were and how you improved. I spent an awful long time getting that refrain to a point where it seemed to me to work.

And then the rest of the poem … that pattern … you find it somewhere in the first or second stanza. There is a definite turning point somewhere in the second expository stanza, where it begins to find its rhythm and establish the pattern. Then you know what you’re going to work on from that, you can go back and correct the first stanza and begin to see a shape. [The reason] I write on the typewriter is that I have an atrocious handwriting which I can’t read afterward.

LONDON: Is the poetry becoming more internalized? In “For My Son on the Highways of His Mind” there’s this whole chunk of narration; the narrative externalizes the material, and yet the refrain acts as an enormous glimpse of the interior. Somehow, one feels that you’re probably going to go one way or the other. But what is happening now in the newest poems? It’s been said over and over again that to read Robert Frost as a poet of the  pastoral is absolutely not to read Frost. Well, in that sense, I think that to read you as a pastoral poet would be close to not reading you.

KUMIN: When you say someone is a pastoral poet, it’s almost pejorative, isn’t it?

LONDON: Right. Of course it is.

KUMIN: I mean, it’s saying, this is somebody who writes about God, nature, butterflies, and little brownies who come and drink the milk you put out for them.

And then I have a rather intricate poem called “Sperm” [eventually appearing in House, Bridge, Fountain, Gate, 1975]. I think I’d really rather read this one to you, because this is the poem I’m most uncertain about. You realize, the reason poets like to come to a class like this is that they love to try out their new stuff. It’s really true. “Sperm” has seventeen cousins in it, and I don’t know if a poem can hold up seventeen cousins. That’s my problem. It’s sort of a long narrative poem that’s written in—you’ll hear, rather bouncy rhythms. Parts of it I hope are funny.

[READS “SPERM”—STANZAS 1, 2, AND 5 ONLY]


[Stanza 1]
You have to admire the workmanship of cousins.
There is a look in our eyes.
Once we were all seventeen of us naked as almonds.
We were all suckled except for Richard
who had to be raised on a glue of bananas.
Now he is bald and breathes through the nose
like an air conditioner but he too
said goodnight, Grandfather, when
we were all sheep in the nursery.
All of those kisses like polka dots
touched to the old man’s wrinkles
while his face jittered under our little wet mouths
and he floated to the top of his palsy
sorting out Jacob from Esau.

[Stanza 2]
O Grandfather, look what your seed has done!
Look what has come of those winter night gallops.
You tucking the little wife up
under the comforter that always leaked feathers.
You coming perhaps just as the trolley
derailed taking the corner at 15th Street
in a shower of blue sparks, and Grandmother’s
corset spread out like a filleted fish
to air meanwhile on the windowsill.
Each time a secret flourished under those laces
she eased the bones from their moorings
and swelled like the Sunday choir.
Seven sons, all with a certain
shy hood to the eye. I call it the Hummel effect.

[Stanza 5]
Such darlings, those wicked good boys
all but one come to their manhood:
Bo palming poker chips in the frat house,
Joseph gone broody with bourbon,
Michael following the horses
while nursing an early heart murmur,
Alan surprised at the Bide-A-Wee
with an upstate minister’s daughter
and diffident James in the closet
trying on Sukey’s garter belt,
pulling on Sukey’s stockings.



Now I really would appreciate some comment if you can take all that in. It’s a long narrative poem, and I wanted to put everybody in, and then I found that I wasn’t sure there was room.

STUDENT: What are your fears about it?

KUMIN: That it gets … boring.

STUDENT: The names and the quick conjuring of one after another in a certain section of the poem I found very exciting. I wanted to know more names and more tiny biographies, if you will.

KUMIN: I hope that some sense of the degeneracy of the whole family comes through, too. The southerners who come with their racism …

LONDON: One of the things that keeps the poem very exciting for the reader hearing it for the first time is the imagery. “Naked as almonds” or “Grandmother’s corset spread out like a filleted fish.” They’re marvelous, vivid kinds of images. Don’t you think that’s a good part of it? That great, precise eye, the concrete thing that happens.

KUMIN: But do you find that you want to read long poems when you find them on the page, or do you find that you shy away from poems that go two or three pages?

STUDENT: The children … they grow up and they’re people.

KUMIN: And corrupt.

STUDENT: The children have lost their special quality, and here they are maybe trying on clothes and becoming gay in a closet. I mean, that’s what happens to children. It’s such a clear picture of individual people, calling them by name.

STUDENT: I do think that the naming of names becomes a little bit like “begat” in the Bible. I felt myself skipping the names.

KUMIN: Yeah. I debated printing each of their names as they come up in full caps, you know, like Milton in Paradise Lost. I don’t know how that would look. But I was playing with it.

STUDENT: The idea was sperm, yet you left that rather quickly. Perhaps if in the middle of the poem or in a refrain where in some way you come back to the sperm we might get the idea of the corruption more easily placed and also some kind of continuity. The sperm of one generation coming from the sperm of the next.

KUMIN: Except that practically everything that’s going on involving the cousins also involves sperm. There are all these little games that are going on in the closet, behind the coal bin.…

STUDENT: It seems to me in running through this and four or five of your other poems, a degeneracy happens, these things we’re not guilty of, it’s simply the way it is, almost a resignation that I find very uncomfortable.

KUMIN: I think you’re right. I really do. It’s not something I’ve been acutely conscious of. But I find myself nodding in agreement. That there is this very strong sense of fatalism running through these poems. That every time man gets his grimies on something that is functioning in nature he despoils it.

[At the same time] I don’t know. For me, the thing that I am consciously aware of when I am writing is a little inner admonition not to permit myself abstractions. I loathe and detest abstractions in poetry.

LONDON: Please take note.

KUMIN: There’s a really lovely book by Louis Simpson called North of Jamaica, which is a partial autobiography; I read it and loved it and found a quote that meant so much to me that I typed it up and stuck it over my desk, which I do from time to time. He says, I’m paraphrasing, “Maybe the function of the poet is simply, as another poet has said, the naming of things. Maybe we are only here to say house, bridge, fountain, gate.” And that, of course, is a reference to Rilke. I think it’s in the ninth of the Duino Elegies when Rilke says exactly that. And I decided that I would really like to call a new book House, Bridge, Fountain, Gate.

Because, you see, this is what I conceive the function of the poet to be. Not to moralize, not to polemicize, not to grieve, not to praise, and not to damn. But to name, to tell, to authenticate, to be specific, to report what he sees and what he feels. I suppose if I have a credo, that would be the credo that I have.
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Robert Hass

WHEN ROBERT HASS visited Pearl London’s class in December 1977 he was thirty-six years old and had published a single book of poetry, the celebrated Field Guide (1973). It won the Yale Series of Younger Poets Award and the praise of Stanley Kunitz: “These poems are as much an expression of an organic principle as the activities of which they are an extension—walking, eating, sleeping, lovemaking—and they are equally pleasurable, equally real. Field Guide is an event as much as it is literature.” With that one book underpinning their conversation, Hass discusses with London his new effort to give the short lines of the early poems a more relaxed breath. One of the drafts he brought to class that day was “Meditation at Lagunitas”—“the famous and beautiful ‘Meditation at Lagunitas,’ ” as Peter Davison would later write, “with its majestic opening.” It would become one of Hass’s most anthologized poems. He says to London, “I can read [that poem] in a way I act and talk. It doesn’t push me beyond my normal breath, as some of the poems I’ve written.” The poem would appear in Praise (1979), a book that would win the William Carlos Williams Award.

Hass, who teaches at Berkeley, was born in San Francisco in 1941 and grew up in Marin County, California. In the late 1950s, when the Bay Area poetry scene was in full swing, he became friends with Gary Snyder, Allen Ginsberg, and Kenneth Rexroth, early influences. He graduated in 1963 from St. Mary’s College, of California, then received his doctorate in English in 1971 from Stanford. Hass’s poetry has become known for its close attention to the natural world and meditative sensibility. In 1984 he won the National Book Critics Circle Award for criticism for Twentieth Century Pleasures, the same award for poetry in 1996 for Sun Under Wood, and, most recently, the 2007 National Book Award for Time and Materials. “Since Frost’s death, in 1963, the strongest currents in American poetry may well have pushed westward,” writes Davison. “No practicing poet has more talent than Robert Hass.”

Between 1995 and 1997 Hass served two terms as U.S. poet laureate, transforming the position with readings and events across the nation.
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DECEMBER 14, 1977
“Meditation at Lagunitas”

PEARL LONDON: In what way does the new work that we’re going to be looking at depart from “In Weather” [the eight-poem section of Field Guide]? Is it because they are going to be longer poems—or is it because Galway Kinnell said that the nature poem has to include the city?

ROBERT HASS: Part of the departure comes from talking to Galway Kinnell about the modern nature poem. After I published Field Guide I got a lot of invitations to write for conservation journals, which I accepted. I’m very interested in those issues, and I’ve taught courses on bird watching and got interested in natural science. I got letters from people saying, “You must live a wonderful life.” But as I read the poems in urban situations—because poetry was invented in cities, and it continues to be invented in cities—I suddenly realized that the poems I was writing, and that Gary Snyder and Wendell Berry were writing, on the whole have the effect of making people feel guilty and filling them with longing for the country.

I was reading Jane Jacobs at just about that time and talking to Galway, and so writing and thinking about city life seemed to me suddenly very important. I started in a very conscious way to write about it. Of course, setting out consciously to write about anything, I’m sure you all know, does absolutely no good. But the other thing that simply happened to me was that the forms in which I was writing started to make me uneasy. The literal breath of the forms in which I was writing—

LONDON: What does that mean?

HASS: I can give you an example. I was trying to learn my craft, so I was writing in very short lines. I was trying to learn how to make poems. And the poems in Field Guide are very deliberate on the whole. See what you have in front of you.

LONDON: We spent a long time reading “Songs to Survive the Summer” [eventually appearing in Praise, 1979].

HASS: OK, “Songs to Survive the Summer” really finished me off. Let me just read a few lines for you to hear what I’m saying. It came simply out of the experience of my daughter suddenly getting panicky about death—to which I responded maturely by developing an overwhelming fear of death. And I tried to think about it, to feel my way through. [reads excerpt] “These are the dog days, / unvaried / except by accident, / mist rising from soaked lawns, / gone world, everything / rises and dissolves in air, / whatever it is would / clear the air / dissolves in air and the knot / of days unties / invisibly like a shoelace. / The gray-eyed child /who said to my child: ‘Let’s play / in my yard. It’s OK, / my mother’s dead.’ ”

Aside from the subject, what’s happening in this poem—it’s a long poem—is the slowness of the breath. The spirit, literally the breath of poetry, is in the vowel sounds. It was Allen Ginsberg who [told me], and when I said to him, “You always say that, what exactly do you mean?” he sat me down in his lovely, generous way and pulled off the shelf Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind” and [Ginsberg’s translation of] The Diamond Sutra. And he analyzed the first parts of “The Diamond Sutra,” looking at the pattern of vowel sounds, and showed me they were exactly the pattern of sounds in the beginning of “Ode to the West Wind.” The patterning of vowel sounds, the patterning of breath, is the way a poet actually reaches into and takes over your body while you’re reading and experiencing his poem.

The terrific simple example of this is that wonderful old poem of Keats, “La Belle Dame sans Merci,” a thing I read in high school. I think I swooned when I read it because of this mysterious witch woman. He writes,


She looks at me and she did love
And made sweet moan.



I’ve always had that in my head, and I started to analyze “And made sweet moan.” Feel what happens to the vowel sounds. “Aa-ay-ee-oh.” It forces you to start here, comes a little higher up the throat, comes to the middle of the mouth, and then it spills the breath. It is like yogic breathing. Gets all the poison out of you. Deep breathing gives you a shot of blood and a shot of oxygen to the brain. Allen said about my smoking, “A poem can do that for you. You don’t have to smoke if you read it correctly.”

So what’s happening to my breathing when I read “Songs to Survive the Summer,” and what happens to your breathing when you read it, is that short breathing in this poem takes us both over. It’s literally the spirit of the poem. Do you see what I mean?

[READS]


These are the dog days
unvaried
except by accident,
mist rising from soaked lawns



You see it doesn’t give you time to breathe.

LONDON: Did you set out to do that?

HASS: It is totally unconscious.

LONDON: What did you do in the new poem to change … ?

HASS: What I tried to do was write in longer lines. To have a longer breath. And as soon as I did that I used more words and as soon as I used more words I lost control completely. And I saw that I was involved in this terrific battle with control. When I was writing [the older] poems I was serving. As soon as I started writing in longer lines I was only volleying. The emotions got larger and unmanageable and I was just happy to get the damn ball across the net by whatever means available.

So I was thinking about the nature poem and the city and trying to write in longer lines—and the other thing I wanted to do is deal with ideas in poetry. I felt my poems were so specific that I could not in any straightforward way think in a poem. I could think in images, but I couldn’t use ordinary discourse. The rules of modernism laid down in 1919 were to focus on the object, avoid abstraction. I didn’t see why you had to do that. I thought you ought to be able to get abstract language into a poem as much as you get concrete language into one, and that there must be a right way to do it. I was working on these concerns. Shall we look at “Meditation at Lagunitas”?

LONDON: Very much so. The dictum for so long has been Pound’s, “Go in fear of the abstract.” Then we come to you and we come to [poet A. R.] Ammons, and we know we must deal with the abstract and consider how to do it and make it alive.

HASS: Well, I thought, The only way the abstract is ever alive to me is when it comes up in my own life. At a party people use room chatter. But ideas really matter. I have a friend who says, “The abstract is God-like.” But the whole idea of the abstract bothered me. This poem, “Meditation at Lagunitas”—unfortunately I mistakenly gave you only the first [draft] page, though there are only three lines to the second page, and I’ll tell you them—is a poem which tries to use abstract language and talk directly about ideas and use a long line and deal with what I was feeling and still have a poem. And this poem makes me nervous.

About the content, what I had in mind, what I had been talking to my friends about, was French philosophy, linguistic philosophy, which in effect says man uses words as a substitute; he can’t have the thing so he has words. The words arise from a distance here and there. The first time we use a word, the first time the sound becomes a word, is when the baby goes, “Ahhh.” Every word, in short, is for the absent mother, our longing for her and our need for her.

I hate that idea. It is probably true. I hate it. And I think that something happens to words in art that’s different.

[READS FROM DRAFT PAGE OF “MEDITATION AT LAGUNITAS”]
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I’m sorry you don’t have the second page but it’s short:


 … as numinous
as words, days that are the good flesh continuing.
Such tenderness, those afternoons and evenings,
saying blackberry, blackberry, blackberry.



I’ll make one comment on this poem, which is: I can read it in a way I act and talk. I’m not breathless and tight in that way, it doesn’t push me beyond my normal breath, as some of the poems I’ve written. This one has me breathing normally.

LONDON: Do you find that in the longer line there is less writing?

HASS: No, about the same, maybe more. Two interesting things happen. The prejudice I grew up with was to distrust consciousness and trust the unconscious. I think that’s a mistake. The place to begin to learn a craft is to learn to trust your consciousness so you will behave without robotlike instructions. But at some point, then, the long line is a more dreamlike line, and you also have to use more words to fill it up. So what happens is that I have to go back and look at the words. And the hard thing about revising is that I don’t want to: it’s always hard to know whether the impulse of the revision is true.

LONDON: Coming back to the question of abstraction, when you use words like “beauty,” “death,” “god,” and “imagination” in a new poem like “Sunrise” [in Praise], are you conscious of the fact that these are abstract words?

HASS: They are very hard to use. It makes me uneasy. “This is fear and syllables / and the beginnings of beauty.” I don’t know if you can use a word like “beauty.” I rhymed it without much thinking about it, “We have walked the city,” which mutes it in some way. I think you have to be very wily.

LONDON: When one is beginning [to write poetry], the problem is to arrive at definitions of one’s own. You say “beauty” [but] I don’t think we have the right to throw it around as easily in the beginning until we know exactly what we mean. Also, I’m sure Robert Hass will agree with this, that one of the ways to get to the mind’s eye is going to be through the eye. And the training in dealing with what the eye perceives is … is …

HASS: Yes. It’s crucial. It’s the whole thing.

[image: ]
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