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An Introduction to ily Introduction

In lieu of a tedious and possibly harmiful essay on my
develoyement as a writer, I offer the followinz intro-
duction to ny work-in-progress, In these three essuays and
the curtain-fell polemical affirmation of the zZnglish
1anguage_(spu§§d by nmy reading of dire prophecies of im-
ninent 1inguistic collapse), I have tricd to treazt some
of the ideas, beliefs, and hopes which are connected to
ny work. I hope the reazder rinds both the introduction
znd body of poems to his taste.

A note: I have kept the poens in their rough chrono-
logical order, since the sense of their developement
might be interesting.
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The Scatterzun

" Poetry today ranzes from the sonnet, writiten by voth
Berrymzn and little old ladies, to concrete verse. One of
the more interesting types is scattergun free verse,
which claims usually to be the result of an acute orgznic
inside-self-outgrowing of the true form of the individual
poem. Techniczlly then, how can those of us who are inter-
ested in the discussion of poetry discuss these poems?

The product of a painful sense of the poem ordering itself
en route, they resist attenpts at generalization znd/or
analysis. Is the poem &t hand =z "musical score,™ made up
of "phrasai units, " "breath units," or "rhythmic groupings?"
All these tags have been used to explain, and sometimes

to excuse, variationé of the scattergun poem. Sometimes

a manifesto, such 28 Olson's (who calls his verse "field
verse," in turn czlled "projectivist" by l.L.Roseanthal,
critic), does as much to hinder as to help. Olson in
particular has vague and contradictory elements in his
discussion of "field verse.!" a-wuzzed in this, what are

vwe to do?

Pirst, we must try to close in on the feeling of this
convention as OP;OSed t0 the convention of meter/line
orgenization. (Confusing and difficult as it is, scattergun
1s, of course, a convention.) Extreme scatterzun is ex- .
tremely jerky, as if the author were trying to rest on
word or short phrase. Thus you sense 2 hammering or rachet
eifect, perhaps a stutter effect. The various positions
of the lines or line frazments, presumably signilficant,
force one to continuously interpret little vundles or
phioton-packets of the poem. There are delfinite advintages
here--necessary concentration on the work being the most
obvious. In addition, I think that this opens up new pos-

sibilities of tone or emotion wiich ordinary iyvogravhy



disollows. A good excmple of this, actually from = novel,
are the chapter endings of Donleavy's Beastly Beatitudes

of Balthazar B. Chapter seventeen, for example, ends thus:

something born nudges you gently to go and die. It
all could be a flower you lifted once. Looked =zt.
ﬂeld the stem. And then you turned your head away.

To

Wieep

The night
Till

Day.

This typograpny mzins, I think, a poignancy which
could not have been obtained otherwise. The main increase
of the emotion is caused by the unusual amount of attention
to the words, Jjust the sort of hyper-interest the scatter-
sun method demends. It 1s interesting to note, though, that
this unusual intensity of emotvion is zained by playing off
azainst normal prose typography. The following excerpt by
Rochelle Owens, from Strawberries lit Cream, utilizes a

similar breakup of language into small parts, and scatters
it much more than Donleavy's bob and wheel, yet the com-—
plete absorption in the technigue weakens the work, since
in itself the technigue has many faults:

they vegan producing
blessed
berries
chicken &
cattle
eninal domesticzation
3CC0 b.c.
out of the maglencsian

bog
cone fish-hooks



Zven in this short fragment we can see the monotony
which is the core of this technique. This is indeed out
of the meter/line tradition, but it seems to me to be a
trivial and spurious innovation.when used'thus,exolusively
as the basis of orgaznization. As =z poetic possibility, the
scattergun mode can't and shouldn't be ignored, yet as
used in the Owens poem, I find it anti-rhythmic, noisy,
and much too obtrusive. 4 convention should be a tool,
but scattersun is a case of dynamite, with &ll the uncer-
tainties and difriculties of explosives, and all the bore-
dom of continual bombardment. Similarly, Robert Creeley
has tsken the trick of ending on prepositions and conjunc-
tions, and elevated this trick to a central place in his
poetic. lis trick is a trick, and a boring trick. In
general scattergun is a trick, and a boring trick. ihat
I expect and hope will happen is that the inportant wrifers
will recognize it as such and add it to their bag of tricks,
using it when it can add to a work, otherwise declining.
There will =slways be those who thirnk the scattergun node
the proper, probably the only true lyric convention, just
cs there will zlways be those who try to walp unzainly
English into Haikus, yet these have the moon's light,
borrowed of the sun, the central IEnglish verse., They
build their house on a single stone, and that stone sand- -
stone, Build on bedrock, die deep, sleep against the
nany years, I pray you, please.



Beowulf 1970

In 2 century where anytiiing goes techinically, I think
one of the stronger contenders is verse based on the nun-
ber of stresses in a line. This mode of writing resurfaced
with Hopkins 2nd has been solidly redeveloped since, with
one especially interesting branch being imitations or re-
creations of Anglo-Saxon verse, some very strict, some
loogse. A number of peoplie have written well-known works
utilizing Anglo-3axon formal requirements, cmong them Found,
Auden, and Richard Wilbur. LZven these three authors have =z
wide range of usage. Pound's Jjustly famous Anglo-Saxon
poer is his first canto, which retells part of the Aeneid
in four stress lines, with considerable alliteration and
frequent medial caesura. This handling, albeit an unusual
mix of 0ld English and Classical elements, 1s very success-—
ful, partly I think, because the subject maiter is distant
in time and plsace. Given a subject of this kind, the con-
scious archaism seems appropriate, even desirable, and
Pound does an excecllent job, putting most of the textural
allusion on bthe rhythm, with less but definitely sone on
alliteration and caesura. Observe the first seven lines:

And then went down to the ship,

Set keel to brezkers, forth on the godly sea, and
We set up mest and sail on that swart ship,

Bore sheep abozrd her, and our bodies also

Heavy with weeping, and winds from sternward
Bore us outward with bellying canvas,

Circe's this craft, the trim-coifed goddess.

Fine work.

Wilbur, by comparison, does a very clumsy job in his
Anglo-Saxon imitation Junk. The point of the poem is ean
ironic contrast between craftsmanship, as exemplified in
end sugzested by the carefully conventional dAnglo-Saxon
mode, and the junk which the poem talks about. A nifty
idea; os we said in the 4th grade, but he handles it like



a bezinning wrestler, The poem is devoid of technica
subtlety in the use of the Anglo-3axon convention., Cae—-
suras are even indicated by spaces and staggered lines
(see below), while the alliteration is maddenly regular.
Thus, while it has some gppropriateness because of sub-
ject matter, the poem is essentially a conceived poemn,
and dies in the desert of mere conception. Below a few
lines:

An axe angles
from my neighbor's ashcan;
It is hell's handiwork, ,
the wood not hickory,
The flow of the grain
not faithfully followed.
The shivered shaft
rises from a shellheap
Of plastic playthings, a
' paper vlates,
And the sheer shards
of shattered tumblers
That were not annealed
for the time needlful,

Auden, I think, has shown a remarkable development:
in his use of Anglo-3axon conventions. In his ige of
Anxiety, it was very like Wilbur's, crude as a granite
axe, and twice as painful. It even lacked much of the con-
ceptual appropriateness of Found's and Wilbur's poems. In
his new book, however, City Without Walls, in the poem Jity
Jithout Walls, Auden uses JAnglo-3axon conventions quite
subtly. In the first stanza he indicates with heavier
alliteration and caesuras what he is doing, but after that
he carefully weakens both caesura and alliteration, keeping
them noticable but subdued. Although I find the poen as a
whole only fair, I think it demonstrotes great technicel

9]



virtuosity, and deserves careful study. Again, below sone
lines: .

"Those fanbtastic forms, fang-sharp,
bone bare, that in 3yzantine painting
were & siorthand for the Unbounded
beyond the pale, unpnolicied spaces
where dragons dwelt and demons roamed,

"colonized only by ex-worldlings,
penitent sorhists and sodomites,

are visual facts in the foreground now,
real structures in steel and glass:
hermits, perforce, are all today,

"with numbered caves in enormous jails,

hotels desizgned to deteriorate

their glum already-corrupted guests,

factoried in which the functional

Hobpesian lan is mass-produced.”

' Most of the above commentary is =z preface to a sonme-

w..at more extended discussion of one of my own poems, the
poem entitled for lLiy Grandfather. 4 copy is provided at

the end of this essay, with stresses marked where I find
they fall, (There is also, of oourée, 2 copry in the main
body of the book.) '

Starting this poem, I had no particular formal re-
quirements in mind. Normally I write free verse, often
with a vague relationship to an iambic pentameter line
a5 reference point. What happened, I think, was that line
two was metrically somewhat embiguous. It exnibits the
rhenomenon of possible double foot groupings,i.e., it
could be easily stresszed in two ways, gziven below: '

Octdber hdaded no?th inztb the wintver,

Octdher headed notih into the winter



Thus there was an cmbiszsuitys it could be read either as
prinmorilly i=zmbic, or given a doubling up of the feet,
as a more loose, nore relaxed meter, with a sort of ane-
pestic feel. This azmbiguity matured in the next line,
where cold and the first syllable of crying were heavily
stressed. It was 2t this point that I really modulated
into a modified form of Anzlo-3axon formal reguirements.
The strong alliteration of line three was paralleled in
line four in back and bedrooms. When I finished out line
four with two more stressed words, the main pattern of
the poem was set. Line four had four stresses, a nedial
caesura, and strong alliteration. I was ertlnﬁ rodified
Anglo-Saxon. In line five I consolidated my reallzatlon,
adding to it my further realizztion that though based on
a four stressed line, the poem elso had & very strong
anapestic cast which would be useful for more unity. At
this point the main problem technically became one of
variation. Though anapestical, the poem must not be truly
anapestic, for I was sure that would result in very
annoying sing-song monotony. There had %o Dde muach, but
not too much substitution. Most of this subsiitution is
iembic, though there is occasional use of three unstressed
syllables instead of the normal two. Besides iubstitution,
the first foot often was shortened to merely a stress,
much as an iembic pentameter line will dror the initial
unstressed syllable. The final word of a line was often
m:de feminine, adding to the relaxed, almost rambling
feel of the metric. I also used some alliteration, but
speringly, since I think the modern ear mmch more easily
bothered by strong 2lliteration. I kept caesura infrecuent,
weszk, and avoided mecdial caesurs, for the same reason,
Pinally, I tied the poem together as much as 1 could
with repetition of key words, those words being ”dust,"
"gra.ndfa’cher, 1] "win'ber', " "‘.'.'a‘ter, " "north,” "ot IGI’,
(mzny “"r" words ) =nd others. This was’a techni jue wuich



I hed never consgciously used before, bvut I think it works
here, In gencral 1t gives a feeling of stasis, I think,
since it generates the feeling that all the poem is always
present. Iiy final comment about the poem is simply that it
taught me a lot, about enapests, the four-stress line,
2lliteration, and key-word repetition.



For Ly Grandfather
/ 7 s

nen ny grandicther went avwea J,

Octgber héaded nérth into the winter,

and I was béld of the cfying

in b«ck bpdroomV, re§t7ess at the wﬁisoers,

at the IUouln” of leaveu in the moutho of the héuse.
w“y myoelL from the coolln* house,

from the dustln* of my mOuher, aw-y,

far as grandlatnef, who 16Lu me tlofe,
who leIt viith hlS aerm@n 1nto the north

awe J at the cheL, o VL—WWI king the grgnlte,

I wes qulet as Sungay in an altuzmn téwn,
nay gmﬂé Jfanve with The naze ot the o;rnln" leﬂves
as they 108t their small stmmer %0 winter.

Lven tﬁén, Though my cdét wore out that day,
thénner as the wind blew back from the winter,
though tbe water hirt as it wet the rdéks,

even thon I was «hﬁldish and able to plﬁ

only qﬁiet in ny S te sping Irom réck to rouh
wighinv the dusting g would st0p, and the Jhlspers,
and th t ny grwndrather were bhere.
ﬂow, in the drouoht in the middle of w1nter,
ono of my 1moern°nent winters .

only of meubher and my géadual aée. )

as the uun ow1n~s déwn in a dezd-end nonth,
with Yater du3u in its dunes of show,

t»entj more ye 23 have loﬁ"thened the thought
of a plajlng child in oxckj Oc uobﬂr.
My motner i t dwy ‘ouldn $ dust epou?n

to otOp the burnln uo by brﬁ;tn )

of s11 our bOﬂbUb 1ble elVoo, but grandfather,
ﬂutturgl tonrue stiff with the w{nter,

lez* us JCV@HtJ 'e;és vinen he 1éft, .

and proved QJ the sudden nofth of the house

that human fire is ovf Llrut houﬂo

aro the waste which meokes increise.
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The Iambic foot

Jhaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, EKecats, Browning,
Prost, Yeats: this list is at once & list of my favorite
writers end a list of writers wio have used the ismbic
ventaneter line. Cne of the rezsons I an in favor of
netered poetry, and particularly metered iambic poetry,
is the impressive worlk done by these writers. It would be
2t least foolishness, and probably madness, to condemn
unnmetered poetry, not to mention the loss of the fine work
done in the mode., It would in fact be condemning myself,
for I hzve done, and expect 1o do, unnetered work. Yet
as a practicing writer I rind thzat meter is personelly
nore than onc of the possibilities. To me it is much

_‘_J
nore., ror one thing, it links me to the writers listed

()]
above. Just as the child, while a sernarate biclogical

Eal

entity, is one of a family, neizhborihood, state, country,
culture, and race, I, in the seiarateness of my now time,
live as a writer in relation to them, my literary fathers.
My affection for metered iambic poetry is buttressed
by certain beliefs. First of all, Enzlish is a language
based on stress. Second, rising rihythm is the character-
istic of the spoken language. Third, there is a good.
reason for organization in lines. The reason, I think,
is mainly that dividing a work into lines meakes the work
easier to handle, both in composition and appreciation.
This mizht sound silly until we consider the position of
2 writer and reazader with none of these conventionsl helps.
The writer especiclly is in a mess., While the lambic pen-
tameter may be 2 frail bark, still it can mean survival
in the wide ocecan of Enzlish when the seas are neavy. A
writer who has to invent his own mode of writing at the’
level of metrical organization must spend halrlf his eneryy
in the nere creation of the nmachine tools to mzke to tools
t0o make the work. & writer, nowever, who nzs at least the

tools at hiond needn't spend so nuch time just getting vo



the starting line. Suppose Shakespeszre had to invent

blank verse and all the conventions of £lizabethin drama
on which his work so heavily rests? Absurd. for all these
reasons I think it's siliy to run awzy from metered poetry,
as silly as it is to cling to vorn modes of operation in-
side the convention of necter.

Given that we have a convention, the iambic penta-
neter line, what is the variant which will be most use-
ful today? I am here, of course, searching for a theoret-
ical base for both lyric poems and rterhaps a longer poemn.
I don't do this in a completely abstract way, naturally.
In fact the answer to my question is one which I have
dravn from my own practice. I hope by verbzlizing it and
talking about it to define my own attitude toward the
use of iombic metered verse such that, in the future, ny
own practice might be better. In passing I might note
that I make no claim that my answer to the problem is the
only answer or even a correct answer, except for myself.

I think that the form of iambic metered poetry in
this time is a compromise betvween lambic tetrameter or
pentameter and free verse. I call this compromise free
verse with an iambic base. What I mean by this phrase is
this! The poem at first glance may well look like a free
verse poem. (Though not like a field verse poen. Iy free
verse poem is margined to the left, one line under an-
other.) In fact. however, the poem is based on the iambic
foot, znd here und there in the poem there will be rest
lines thet are plainly i=mbic, though these rest lines
may be dimeter or fourtsiiers or more. These rest lines
need not be many or obtrusive. Like all matters of tech-
nique they are subsumed by the poem as a whole. The long
tradition in English of the lambic foot will help ensure
that the poem is read with a consciousness of its ianbic
base. The result of this kind of writing is at once that

pleasing sense of being in the open which is characteris-—



tic of [ree verse cnd the sense of security end ongoing
resolution which you get witn metered verse. This kind

of techniqgue is not my own invention, naturally. iArnold
wrote very much as I describe, albeit more regzularly than
what I have in mind. Work very much like tThis 1s common
in the twentieth century, althouzgnh I £find most of it
lacks the feeling of tension in the lines which free
verse with an iambic base can achieve., kliot, perhaps,

igs the best example of a well-known writer who writes

in this mode.

To illustrate whaet I mecn by free verse with an
iambic base in my own writing, observe the poem To One
Skeleton in One Indian liound, at the end of tunis essay.

I have marked where 1 find the stresses fall. As you cen
see, I think, the poem fulfills my criteria. The shortest
line is line éizght, iambic dimeter, one of the rest lines.
There are a couple of lines which =zre ten syllables, but
neither are rest lines. 4n obvious rest line is line
three, ianmbic tetrameter. ¥Yet even thougn the poem con-
stantly strays from an iambic ideal, it constantly re-
turns, Antaeus, to the eartn. Pernsps a better metaphor
of my sense of this rzoem is that or ropes stretched

tight over a very Jjagged rock, touching it only in places,
but enzbled to be taut only by the resistance of the rock. .
I hope to stretch many more lines cver that rock. N
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Skeleton in One Indien Ifound
.

Yéftord .y “he Sén like oné nore eigine

rO(%oa overhe d )

and ull we amateurs at opadeo

crobsed our broad blades in the hést

in the hurrJ uO dig ﬁp and ho=rd,

but toduy...wll your ”er baneu

and a round skull Iull or uObJ@Dbed th.u"nt

'unclock ny day, '

anq the dig'u qu@rrﬂl of shovels

disappears. Let the others suvn and save

their bones agdlnSu the dOZvro

builin' their ﬁéy hefe and there tomo%row

tQ the tick., IJ thin frlena,

Ifﬂould outsit nmurlca, splnnin@
hevdLul of those oubtle threads, )

and in a Junble in the neit ulLe'° méund

crogk ny hee d«nous a thouound veurg

around the neoulae of rebs,

thlnklng on the sﬁidef' work of utara.



On the Degener:ztion of the Enjlish Tonsue

In the beginning wezs 3t. Joan and the zosicel therect
was good, and good were ais words orf the Word. 3But here
and there I now hezar, ear to the zround, 2s2inst the hum-—
ninz talk, to the thrumnming book, tnzlish dead, dead, dead,
no way out, rotten on the wvine, the tree, foul in the
nouth, ptomaine in the belly, dead. Yes, yes, I szid, dead,
yes; I've walked down Ilain and the mouths Luzzed round my
tongue, ny English, ond dead were the walker—tolkers, my
Enzlish dead. Shekespeare trumpet-tongued, Keats honey—
tongued, but on Hain the bad fruit, the numb fcod, flat,
dead. O Christ, stretched out in the hollow ﬁount, why we,
this Twentieth Century, why the civil men of the Civil
Service, plodding the wreck of our Germanic Frenchirfied,
our criss—cross-pollinated many-nationed crumbling tongue?
Ililton in his nmight loosed Latin, Englished in our ears,
we have nothing shoring even American, not the inflection
' gainst our ruins, not the Bible for backbone., With T.V.
hath no man made good speech. liot by commercialst elo-
gquence, and radio hzlteth the Vord in the womb. Oh throw
ne down four hundred years, break, bend, =znd send me back
to Elizabeth when we were youngzl Choucer had a chance, I
none. Liy tears, my only Inglish, must drown merchant ships
and wash from my eye sight, that's aow sirons my cry is.
Call out the n=mes, my muse, ashamed of 1970. Fope: who
now holds his chromium edge? Browning: Grrr! ‘Where one as
het And yet there’is that last Romantic Yeats: did he have
a dispensation that he wrofte at a2ll in this amiss one
hundred years, in the dead-end of Enzlish, in the final
Gotcerdaﬁ%rung of our unraveling tongue? Itone know. We but
know it dies, we die, O stone, leaf, why?

Butbt. Still--yet, yesterday I hezrd one szay "it's
costinig me uphill, " =nd I, half-knowinyz what ne meant,
heard these four words in a stranse way, and I don't
Inow. o. 4t the weed's edze, in the ebb, 1 remember four
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St:ndinz in the kneedeep, marsh, and swenp of the bzad bon
mot, the gremmariant grave, the wild ducks wheel about me
ATMID I think there's hope. The shzck and tenement still has
a so0lid skeleton., Hamlet knew lawyer-talk and thie csant of
the hawk-hunt. Still today the lawyer lies, logic-chops
and wheedles his way into metophor. Where be your assizes
now? On Wall Street, kicking like a kid. And those techni-
cal terms, beloved of the Dane, we've ot ‘em. For every
municipality of local talk of 1610, we've zot ten today,
flashflooded by new trades. Guushot, pitstop, read-out,
oub-put, real-time, spondees enouzn to stock any blasted
pond. And lietzphor? There's more than ever, or £least an
equal infinite. Let wide dAmerica be your Horvard and your
Yale, writers, and you'll not want for words. Ask and you . .
will find you have. Tell me, did the race die when ny
grandfather beceme grave for good, immune to bad opuns?

Mot zs long a3 I'm here, himself remade new man., Is water
lost forever down the river? 3o it scems, awzy, away and
neznwhile it rains. out of the sky on your head. Why there's
no end to it, just as no end to folly znd the tax. Why?

I want to tell you, our languagzge is no thing, Nothing.

The tissue of the race, live and dead as they, today as

all days, coming hither and going hence, alway. HCL ATP

In the end as in the beginning, now and forever, All Len.
St. John, lay the Word on me.,
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