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Preface

The poems here do not go the way of the MacLeish prescription: they be—and mean, as well.

We, Filipinos, do take ourselves seriously—but not too seriously. So we good-naturedly poke fun at some of our own, such as the not-so-great-looking President—whether of the Kapilya (local chapel) or of the Republic—after taking serious notice of the guy on his having the beautiful wife and beautiful children or the jaw-dropping pedigree. We curse at some upwardly mobile price of canned sardines like the product should be boycotted forever—and then proceed to buy some. Or we go to feel (for Einstein, without having to fully fathom his math) like kicking our behind for spoiling the brilliant mathematics with some biased cosmological constant, but not at all go to the extent of getting somebody to actually kick us in the behind. 

And yet at other times we take ourselves really seriously.

It is matters like those—and more—that this collection of verse visits.



(Untitled)



The license leans MacLeish:

a poem should just be.

And so the poetry sets out to sea,

eclectic in the egregiously eccentric

and abstrusely idiosyncratic—

to the point of reader irrelevance

and annoyance.

Some of those poems go like rudderless ships

and stumble upon the shores of chokes—

to become the butt of jokes.

What is a tale that does not

tell? A poem!

Should the poet let the ridicule be?

Unlike the James Bond brief,

the freedom of artistic expression

does not include the license to kill:

the artist goes with the constant

burden

of accountability for his craft.

And a poem stands accountable

to both the poet and the reader:

a poem may cry crude and rude in writer’s rain,

but it still must sing to and serenade the reader’s run—

a poem probes into the boisterous personal

but sings the unuttered universal.

It goes to love or goes to hate—

and yet it only seeks to be so loved.

And so a poem should listen, even as it seeks

its being heard:

a poem should mean and not just be.



The poem, to me, does not have to always be an end in itself—it can also be the means to some other end.

T. S. Eliot posited that poetry should not be the outpouring of emotion (to which Shelley would have been quick to respond “Why not?”); rather, according to Eliot, poetry should embody the poet’s escape from emotion. Also, the poem ought to breathe a life of its own (MacLeish’s “a poem should not mean but be”) and go independent of origin (author) or consequence (reader).

The Eliot position, in my opinion, goes as being an over-the-top reaction to the Wordsworth romanticism: no more emotion-laden penning of lines by the Romanticists (like Shelley), just zero-emotion writing by the poet. But, is zero-emotion necessary? Do we have to be emotion-immune wielders of the pen, who write only such synthesized, formulaic and canned emotions into our great poetry? I do think that the human being can take some ice or lose some cool—and still write cool.

A poem finds a life when it makes affirmative connection with a reader: The Waste Land has 434 lines—I know from my experience that, for the same number of lines, I would be better off reading 31 sonnets by Shakespeare or Millay or reading Shelley’s Ozymandias thirty-one times over. (31 x 14 = 434)

A poem expresses (the writer), much as it impresses (the reader)—where to impress is nothing more than to bring to the reader’s attention the writer’s perceived light. Thus, the poem definitely brings with it its origin and consequence—the poem embodies both the writer and the intended reader.

The canned emotion (emotion that is created from the “correlative” elements and “painted” into the poem by the anesthetized—emotion-immune—poet in the Eliot technique) may well make for the poem that goes not with the bang but with the hollow whimper.

Eliot’s objective correlative (the set of elements, which set supposedly establishes the emotion in the poem) goes as a suggestion and not as a rule; it is an option, not a requirement. To the extent where it helps, I allow it; to the extent where it unduly constrains and restrains, I reject it. Where it allows me to paint and point, I use it; where it restricts my ability to tell and touch with my human voice, I throw it out the window. For no matter how “objective” it is tagged, this set of correlated objects may still read ten different animals to ten different zoo visitors. No matter how hard this supposedly objective eye strains to establish its objective view, it may still present not the objective 1+1=2 but the chopped up beauty-in-the-eye-of-the-beholder. It’s the show-don’t-tell mantra, the paint-don’t-say brush, the PowerPoint slide-show presentation without the talk—it’s the Charlie Chaplin silent film in our poetry, or the silent film version of The Sound of Music.



(Untitled, Too)



The problem with “show, don’t tell”

Is not the guy named Bertrand Russell:

The problem with “paint, don’t say”

Is the picture that goes played

Out by words in their wordy thousand.

So he’d send her the flowers and 

Bring her the chocolates—

He would show her his love with the bling.

But she would go to love another guy

Who would tell her “I love you”

In exactly three words.



A mechanical or automatic reliance on this “objective correlative” can contribute to imprecision and/ or inaccuracy in the human expression/ impression. Or worse, it can make for subject opacity—or Eliot blindness. (See the poem Eliot Fails to Impress.)

Image-rich poetry was not invented by Eliot and the imagists—their great predecessors (Shakespeare, Keats, et al.) were doing the business with crisper, more authentic and more pristine images long before.

Every poem is very personal; every poet knows that. And the poem can be a highly personal communion between writer and reader, such that the same poem brings about a writer-reader partnership that can vary—even differ—from one reader to another. The technique of impersonal writing neuters such rapport and wastes the poem away: it pushes aside the realistic possibility of the poet being President of Operations and the reader being pretty much Chairman of the Board!

Thomas Stearns Eliot would opine that the poem should be impersonal; it must be author- and reader-disembodied—that is, I should not look for the writer’s character and personality in my read of his poem and neither should I read myself into it. (And so I would find Eliot’s The Waste Land to be people-painted but people-empty: it loads up with the kind of line that neither writes like I read nor reads like Eliot proposes to write—I find the lines there to be subjective, such that they could only be Eliot-personal.)

The Eliot technique makes for a poetry that is contrived and artificial, from a writing perspective: when you write a poem, you intend to express your person or something you have, for it to be read somehow—Leonardo da Vinci could forget himself in his immersion in a masterpiece (and pass up lunch or supper), but how could he bring nothing of his Leonardo da Vinci-ness into his Mona Lisa?

From the reading perspective, the Eliot poetry can come as being disengaged and uninvolved: it goes the way of the high-chair-to-the-clouds critic’s view rather than of the writer-and-reader experience. Where Shakespeare or Shelley brings me golden poetry (lustrous and heavyweight-precious), Eliot brings me leaden lines (dull and plain heavy).

Everybody goes entitled to personal opinion. And as personal opinions go, they run subject to acceptance or rejection.

And I choose to reject the Eliot opinion on poetry, because the opinion fails its validation in my enjoyment of poems.

A poem does not have to be some sanitized soliloquy by an absent author: rather, it is the conversation between the writer and the reader—at times they come to an agreement, at other times they agree to disagree.

Or they just smile, laugh or cry. Together. Or different.

At times, the poet does wish to speak only to himself. But the lines, having been written, are the implied invitation for anyone to listen in—and by her choice (ladies first, gentlemen!), the reader freely goes into involvement in the poem.

More often than not, a conversation would call for an opinion on top of the observation; it would require personality and conviction. Hence, poetry should also tell and not just show—the poet should also sing and not just paint—a poem must also mean and not just be an end in itself.

And so may I share here with the reader her lines of contemporary poetry in English, from the Philippines.

Enjoy!

My very special thanks to Janet R. Inocian—who, in 1981, would point me to this path of the pen.
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Two Haikus and Tom Eliot

It’s okay for Tom

Eliot to show and not tell:

He’d no love to tell.



But it’s none of Tom’s

Artistic business to keep

You from telling yours!


Bang

There once was no time.

Then time goes bang and telling—

Till there’s none to tell.


Imagine

(A Haiku Sonnet)

So Einstein opines:

Intelligence winks at you

Not in what it knows



But in what it does

Imagine. Erudition

Does not make up for



Lackluster in the

Hunt for that dark Hamlet mind—

As in Eliot’s case.



Eliot knows but does

Not imagine; he does the

Show but not the tell.



Eliot is Eliot;

Bleistein’s no Einstein.
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