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The Throne of the Third Heaven of the Nations Millennium General Assembly was constructed by James Hampton (1909–1964), a janitor for the General Services Administration, over a fourteen-year period from 1950 until the time of his death, after which it was discovered in a garage he rented near his apartment in Washington, D.C. Made of scavenged materials, minutely detailed and finished with glittering foil, The Throne occupies an area of some two hundred square feet and stands three yards in height at its center. It has a room to itself in the National Museum of American Art in Washington, D.C.
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THE MAN AMONG THE SEALS


“Did you have rapport with
 the seals?” the judge asked.

“I guess I did have rapport
 with the seals,” Giordano said.

Despite the rapport, Basel
 fined Giordano $50 for annoying
 the seals.

—AP Wire Service










Quickly Aging Here




1


nothing to drink in

the refrigerator but juice from

the pickles come back

long dead, or thin

catsup. i feel i am old




now, though surely i

am young enough? i feel that i have had

winters, too many heaped cold




and dry as reptiles into my slack skin.

i am not the kind to win

and win.

no i am not that kind, i can hear




my wife yelling, “goddamnit, quit

running over,” talking to

the stove, yelling, “i

mean it, just stop,” and i am old and



2


i wonder about everything: birds

clamber south, your car

kaputs in a blazing, dusty

nowhere, things happen, and constantly you




wish for your slight home, for

your wife’s rusted

voice slamming around the kitchen. so few




of us wonder why

we crowded, as strange,

monstrous bodies, blindly into one

another till the bed




choked, and our range

of impossible maneuvers was gone,

but isn’t it because by dissolving like so

much dust into the sheets we are crowding




south, into the kitchen, into

nowhere?










Boy Aged Six Remembering





this has been a

busy day. in the morning there was

his mother, calling to him

from the garden and he ran

thinking that he was




a tower into the light around her.

he had wanted to

bring her water, or a

small thing. later




he will perhaps harness the afternoon

and send it ahead to pull

us down, or up, who can

say for later?




now is the thing, now

with the light around the house

in the yard and earlier,

before lunch, when he saw his father




at the well sending the pail

far down into the cooler, hidden

water; earlier, when he saw

his father reaching down like




that into the water, and did not

recognize the composition of a

memory, or how they, these people, are

often composed of memories.










Victory





the woman whose face has just finished breaking

with a joy so infinite




and heavy that it might be grief has won

a car on a giveaway show, for her family,




for an expanse of souls that washes from a million

picture tubes onto the blank reaches




of the air. meanwhile, the screams are packing

the air to a hardness: in the studio




the audience will no longer move, will be caught

slowly, like ancient, staring mammals, figuring




out the double-cross within the terrible progress

of a glacier. here, i am suddenly towering




with loneliness, repeating to this woman’s

only face, this time, again, i have not won.










Spring





by now even the ground

deep under the ground has dried.

the grass becoming green




does not quite remember the last year,

or the year before, or the centuries

that kept passing over. all of these blades thought

that america’s grief over the ruptured




flesh of its leaders

was another wind going into the sky.

a rabbit stiffens




with hard sorrow up from the grass

and runs. well,

it is another spring and in the clouds




it is the ranging spectacle of a crowd

of congressmen accusing one another, each

moving in his own shadow against the next.










Why I Might Go to the Next Football Game





sometimes you know

things: once at a

birthday party a little




girl looked at her new party

gloves and said she

liked me, making suddenly the light much

brighter so that the very small




hairs shone above her lip. i felt

stuffed, like a swimming pool, with

words, like i knew something that was in

a great tangled knot. and when we sat




down i saw there were

tiny glistenings on her

legs, too. i knew

something for sure then. but it




was too big, or like the outside too

everywhere, or maybe

hiding inside, behind

the bicycles where i later




kissed her, not using my tongue. it was

too giant and thin to squirm

into, and be so well inside of, or

too well hidden to punch, and feel. a few




days later on the asphalt playground i

tackled her. she skinned her

elbow, and i even

punched her and felt her, felt




how soft the hairs were. i thought

that i would make a fine football-playing

poet, but now i know

it is better to be an old, breathing




man wrapped in a great coat in the stands, who

remains standing after each play, who knows

something, who rotates in his place

rasping over and over the thing




he knows: “whydidnhe pass? the other

end was wide open! the end

was wide open! the end was wide open…”










A Woman Is Walking Alone Late at Night





no one can know through what silence she moves. for long

nights, through an eternity of stealth

she has tracked her own dim form drifting there

ahead, has seen her

self, lost again, keep swimming through this wealth

of solitude. it must be wrong,




that i should watch her. i’m afraid that she

will turn her eyes to me, show me the fast

outdistancing of years she sees, and i

would clutch terribly

after my past days as if for the last

thing i would see, as if for me

all those long moments, each friendly second i’d known

was lost, gone to the air, was really gone.










The Dry Dry Land. Here





the dry dry land. here

and there from the

rasp and muscle of its flatness

a tree gushes forth. i




have seen trees, have

heard them at night being

dragged into the sky.

i know that they are very

real. i know they know.




lover, i am not

a tree, you would

never mistake me

for one, my arid movements




for its flowing coolness. but

sometimes in the dark silken

air of this room




i feel that we are

a liquid jumble of trees

falling interminably away from

the land, its dry infinitude.










The Glimpsed Old Woman in the Supermarket





from the sidewalk i can see her,

as she barely stands, easily mired

among supermarket products,

as if rapidly and all

too soon the swimming hole

had turned solid. around her,




housewives search for a detergent

that will cleanse away the years;

locking her vision into

a box of tide she must see

the finances crumbling

in the distant bank, or the remembered

friends, who she knew

would be winding up here.




i cannot touch

you. i would like to hold you forth

and say, here is the television

sign-off music; this

is the vision crept up on

by cloudiness, first in the corners;

here is the morning




trickling from the house. but i can’t

reach you: just as easily the sidewalk

holds me, and i love you,

i want to crook my finger beneath

your dress, and unearth

your trembling, delicate loins.










Poem Questioning the Existence of the Sea





in exactly the same

way that the animals were launched

onto the sand, frightened




after so many eons by the sudden

darkness of the sea,

a very large number




of children plunge daily in their last great

evolutionary spasm from the wombs

of pale, inarticulate women. it is wide




and kind of empty where one stands,

now, years after, and floats

drastically his hips




against the pin-ball machine. outside,

the detective wail of his own

impossible child is overturning the streets,




as he maneuvers this unloveable machine, deftly

and like a great ship,

through the stages of his life. just




as confused as ever, i observe

the buildings increasing under the sky,

knowing that soon i must




become him, and elude

my children and bludgeon the waves

in skillful drunkenness. i tremble,




like an old indian, for just a little

rain over this desert.










Telling the Hour





if you want to know

the time you must look

at a clock, or stare continuously

into the moon,




until it grows round like a clock.

under the moon growing round

a hunter strolls; he must be saying,




“i have killed an animal.” however,

as the evening draws

close in for a better look, it is




nine p.m. and the hunter’s arms

are loaded with air, his belly

swells with the solitude. he is saying,

“i think i have killed an animal,




a barely visible bird,

at eight p.m., or the dim

figure of a woman bent over

her sewing, in a distant house,




who glanced occasionally

at the big moon. and i shot

a telephone pole as it strained

into the sky, wanting desperately the moon.”




as he continues among the trees,

the ticking of the city becomes

larger, moving the birds and insects




from the air, rattling




the moon so that it opens

and tolls down upon the hunter.

his hands try to caress the sudden,

awkward hush, and he wonders more often,

“have i killed an animal?”










Retirement





i would like to be just an old man with my gin,

retiring even from these leaves into

my big, gradual silence beyond the wood

and it will be good,

wife, because i have pointed to you,

and you have become real. within




this darker stillness my eyes grow too wide.

it must be that seeing you in the trees

becoming softer than i ever dreamed

has made it all seem

a multitude of nonsense, all the seas,

the planets, all i wrote. i lied,




i swear to you i lied, becoming old and so

very drunk, when i did not lie to you.










The Year’s First Snow





emptying into

the freezing, quiet alleys




there is the voice of a single

ferreting drunk. if he is singing




it is lovely, and if he talks on

strangely, he, at least,




understands. by the river, noiselessly,

some lovers have frozen




in the winter, and they will be taken

away, with the floods of spring.




in an upper window

of the county jail, the sleepless man




who was framed knows

that all along, all along,




this snow that rests

more heavily over the reach of branches




has been descending.










On a Busy Street a Man Walks Behind a Woman





there is the chance that you will step

ahead of me into the traffic

alive, and that there will be

an accident. always i am walking,




i am seeing your heels and thinking

of something else, but always i am

asking you to remember: if you step carefully




into the screeching

of tires and become bloody, i must not

be the one extending himself awkwardly




into the confusion to say, my dear

mrs. hutchins, do

forgive the way we have arranged




your body, dead like that

on the pavement, but surely you

understand? it must

not be me who is the one




fisherman to fish you up drowned among

all that seaweed. it cannot

be me looking in all

directions for help, knowing all




along that it is just you

and me, finally, and that i am

alone to hear the sound of the breakfast

bell opening as it did




into the corners of the barnyard, and your

mother’s voice calling back

and forth among the animals. am i




positioned here alone to welcome

you from such a very distant

place, and must i now tell you what every




second in your life, what all the

breathing and the continual inching

forward of the body through each and every

day, when i am so absolutely




young, when i am so

unprepared, must i

tell you what it has all

at last come to? you are




dead, mrs. hutchins, amid this

mob craning to see your own blood,

which has somehow




gotten away from you in all

the excitement—i am so truly sorry,

of course it isn’t fair, you weren’t

prepared, but don’t you see it works




this way for all of us, for instance that

i am here just isn’t fair, either, because

of my unpreparedness, because of my lack




of anything to say except you’re dead,

you’re dead, i didn’t

do it, i didn’t do it.
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