


An Introduciion to ily Introduction

In licu-of a tedious and possibly harmful esszy on my
develogement as a writer, I offer the following intro-
duction to my work—inéprogress. In these three essays ard
the curtain-fall polemical affirmation of the English
language (sPured by my reading of dire prophecies of im-
ninent 1ingulstle collapse), I heve tried to treat some
of the ideas, beliefs, and hopes which are connected to
my work. I .hope the reader finds both the introduction
end body of poems to his tasie,

A note: I have kxept the poems in their rough chrono-
logical order, since the sense of their developement
might be interesting.
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The Scatierzun

Poetry today ranzes from the sonnet, writt . by both
Berrymsn end little old ladies, to concrete verse. One of
the more interesting types is scattergun free werse,
which claims usually to be the result of an acute organic
inside-self-outgrowing of the true form of the individual
poem. Technically 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 attempts at generalization and/or
enalysis. Is the poem a2t hand 2 "musicel score,"” made up
of "phrasal units," "breath units," or "rhythmic groupings?"
All these tags have been used to explain, and sometimes
to excuse, variatiqgé of the seatterguﬁ poen. Soretimes
& manifesto, such as Olson's (who calls his verse "field
verse," in pturn czlled "projectivist" by M.L.Rosenthal,
critic), does &s much to hinder as to help. Olson in
particuvlar has vague and contrzdictory elements in his
discussion of "field verse." a-u2zed in this, what are
wve to do?

First, we must try to close in on the feeling of this
convention a2s opgosed to the convention of mete;/line
orgeanization., (Confusing and difficult as it is, scattergun

is, of course, a convention.) Extreme scattergun is ex-

tremely jerky, as if the author were tryinzg to rest on
word or short phrase. Thus you sense 2 hanrering or rachet
effect, perhaps a2 stutter effect. The various yOSltlonS
of the lines or line frazments, presumzbly sigrificant,
force one to coxntinuously interpret little bundles or
photon-packets of the poem. There are defirnite advant:uges
here--necessary concentration on the work being the most
obvious., In =2ddition, I think that this onens up new pos-
Sibilities of tone or emotion which ordinary tyoozrauhy
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dis=21lows. A good example of this, actually from 2 novel,
are the chapter endings of Donleavy's Beesstly Bei itudes
gg.Balthazar B. Chepter seventeen, for example, ends thus:

Sométhing born nudzes you gently to go end die. It
ell could be a flower you lifted once. Looked at.
Held the stem. And then you turned your head away.

To

Vieep

The night
Till

Dey.

This typograpany gzins, I think, & poignancy which
could not have been obtzined otherwise. The main incresse
of the emotion is caused by the unusual amount of ettention
to the words, just the sort of hyper-interest the scatter-
gun method demends. It is interesting to note, though, that
this unusual intensity of emotion is gzined by playing off
egainst normel prose typography. The following excerpt by
rRochelle Owens, from Strawberries it Cre:=m, utilizes a )
similer 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 technicue has nany faults:

they began producing
blessed
berries
chicken &
cattle
animal domesticztion
3000 b.c.

out of the maglemcsian
bog
cone fish-hool:s
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. Even in this short fragrent we cen see the monotony

which is the core of

this technique. This is inde 1 out

of the meter/line tradition, but it seems to me to be a

trivial andz$purious

innovation.when used thus,exclusively

as the basis of orgenizetion. 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,
end much too obtrusive. A convention should be a tool,

but scattergun is a case of dynamite, with &l11 the uncer-
tainties and difficulties of exrlosives, and all the bore-
dom of continual bombardment. Similarly, Robert Creeley
has tzken the trick of ending on prepositions end conjunc-
tions, end elevated this trick to 2 central place in his

poetic. His trick is

a trick, and a boring trick. In

general scattergun is a trick, end a boring trick. What
I expect and hope will heppen is that the importent writers

will recognize it as
using it when it can
There will alwzys be
the proper, probably
es there will slwsys
English into Heailkus,
borrowed of the sun,
build their house on

such and add it to tkeir bag of tricks,
eadd to a work, otherwise declining.
those who think the scaztterzun node
the only true lyric convention, just:
be those who try to wiip unz2inly

yet these heve the moon's lignt,

the central English verse. Taey

a single stone, and that stone sand-

sione, Build on bedrock, die deep, sleep azainst the
nany years, I pray you, please.
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virtuosity., and deserves careful study. Agcin, beiow sone
lines: .

"Trose fentestic forns, fang-sharp,
bone bare, that in Byzentine peintirg
were & siorthand for the Unbounded
beyond the pale, unpolicied spaces
where dragons dwelt and demons rozamed,

“colonized only by ex-worldlings,
venitant sophists end sodomites,

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

"with numbered caves in enormous jails,
hotels designed to deteriorate

their glum already-corrupted guests,
factories in which the functionzl
Hobbesian Man is mess-produced."

" Most of the above commentary is a prefacze to a.some- -

vw..at more extended discussion of one of my own poems, the
poem entitled For Liy Grendfather. A copy is provided at
the end of this essay, with stresses marked where I find
they fall. (There is also, of courée, 2 cory in the main
body of the book.) |

Starting this poem, I had no perticular formel re-

guirerents in mind. Normally I write free verse, often

.W7ith a vagve relationship to an iambic pentameter line

as reference point. What happered, I think, was that line
two was metrically somewhat embizuous. It exhibits the
rthenomenon of possible double foot groupirnzs,i.e., it
could be eesily stressed in two ways, given below:

Octdber hdadzsd north inzb the winter,

Octdber headed north into the winter

'
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I had never cbnsaiously used before, but I think it works
here. In gensrcl it gives a feeling of stasis, I wuink,
since it generates the feeling that all the poenm is always
present. Ny finel comment about the poem is simply that it
taught me a lot, about anapests, the four-stress line,
elliteration, and key-word repetition,
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For Liy Grandfather

/ 7 / /7
When ny grandrather went away,
October héaded north into the winter,
and ;vwas 3éid of thg cf&ing
in back bedrooms, restiess at the w%iSpers,
at the fd%sing of 1éaves in the mduths of the héﬁse.
Awa§ mybeff from the coc;lin'r hoﬁée,
from the dustlng of my“mother, aW¢/,
far as grandfather, who left me there,
who left with his German 1nto the north,
awe§ at the creek, rock-walking the ghenite,
I wes qﬁiet as Sﬁnday in en efitumn téwn,
nzsy ggm% sf}ange with the héze of the bﬁ}ning 1ééves
es they 1o§t their spall strmer to winter.
Even tHen, though my coat wore out that day,
thgnner &s the wind biéw beck fronm the winter,
though the water hurt as it wet the ro~"
even then I wes childish and able to play,
on}y qﬁiet in my sf%yping from rdck to réék, .
wishing the dsting would sfop, and the whispers,
and that ny gr“ndfather were there. .

' Now, in the drouoht in the middle of winter,

one of my 1mperm_nenu winters

oﬁiy of e_ther and my *radual ~e.

as the sun sw1n~s déwn in a de=d-end montn,
w17h dater dus» in its dunes of suow ,
twentJ nore ye rs hove len*thened the thought
of a plav1ng child in SLCkJ Oz ober.

Wy mother tha t duy *ouldn" dUSu enouah

to Suoy the ourn1n~ up by br Ztn (

of 211 our CODbUSulble selvea, but grindf; ther,
guttural uonrue st1f¢ with the w{nter,

le;u us aevertj yes 75 when be 1éft, ‘

end proved oy the bUddvn noith of the hbuse
that hunan fire is our first houss,

and we are the JQSUe vihich u:kes incresse.
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the sterting line. Suppose Shakespezare had to invent

blank verse and all the conventions of Elizabethzn drame
on which his work so heavily rests? Absurd. for =1l these
reasons I think it's siliy to run awzy from metered poetry,
es silly as it is to cling to worn modes of operation in-
side the convention of meter.

1

Given that we have a convention, the iambic pente-~
meter line, what is the veriant which will be most use-
ful today? I an here, of course, searching for a theoret-
ical base for both lyric poems and terheps = longer poem.
I don't do this in a cémpletely abstract way, naturally.
In fect the answer to my question is one which I have
drawvn from my own practice. I hope by verb2lizing it end
talking about it to define my own attitude towzrd the
use of iambic metered verse such that, in the future, my
own practice might be better. In passing I might note
that I make nb claim that my answer to the problem is the
only answer or even a correct answer, except for myself.

I think tkhat the form of iambic metered poetry in
this time is a compromise betvieen iambic tstrameter or
pentameter and free verse. I c21l this compromise free
verse with an iazmbic base. What I mean by this phrase is
this: Tane poen at first glance nay well look like a free
verse poem. (Though not like z field verse poem. Liy free
verse poen is mergined to the left, one line under an-
other.) In fact. aowever, the poem is based on the iambic
foot, znd here :nd there in the poem there will be rest

.lines that are plainly i=mbic, thouzh these rest lines
nay be dimeter or fourt::zers or more. These rest lines
need not be many or obtiusive. ILike 211 matters of tech-
nique they are subsumed by the poem as a whole., The long
tradition in English of the iambic foot will help ensure
thzt the roem is rsad with a consciousness of its iambic

:-:,
3.
b3
¥
=3
<
:ﬁ,

base. The result of this kind of wrisving is et once that
plexsing sense Oof being in the open vwhich is characteris-
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tiz of free verse znd the sense of security end onzoing
resolution which you get with metered verse. This :ind

of technique is not my own invention, naturally. Arnold
wrote very much as I describe, albeit more rezularly than

 what I have in mind. Work very much like this is common

in the twentieth century, although I find most of it
lacks the feeling of tension in the lines which free
verse with an iambic base cen achieve. Eliot, perhaps,
is the best example of a well-known writer who writes
in this mode.

To illustrate what I mean by free verse with an
iembic base in my own writing, observe the poem To One
Skeleton in One Indian llound, at the end of this esscy.

I have mariked where I find the stresses fall. 4s you can
see, I think, the poem fulfills my criteria. The shortest
line is line eight, iambic dimeter, one of the rest lines.
There are e couple of lines which ere ten syllables, but
neither are rest lines. &4n obvious rest line is 1line
three, iembic tetrameter. Yet even though the poem con-~
stantly strays from an iambic idez2l, it constanily re-
turns, antzeus, to the earth. Peraaps a better metzphor
of my sense of this soem is that of ropes stretched

tight over a very jazged rock, touchinz it only in plszces,
but enzbled to be taut only by the resistance ci the rock. .
I hope to stretch many more lines cver that rock., N




To One Skeleton in One Indien iLound

7 / V4 ra
Yes verd:.J the sun like one more enzine

roared ove“head )

and all we amateurs at spades
crobsed our broad b;ades in the héat
~in the hurry to dig up and hourd,
but today...all your awry bcnes

and a round okﬂll ull of cobwebbed thnu*ht
‘uneclock my day, . '
and the d1 's quarrel of shovels
dlsanpears. Let the others che and save
their bones agalnst the dozers

bu111n~ their vay here and there tomorrow
to the tick. LJ thin frlend

I/yould out31t nmerlca, 3p1nn1n°

a headfdl of those subtle tnre ads,

and 1n a Junble in the nett olne's ngund
crooh ny head-house 2 thousand vehrs
around tha neoulae of webs,

thlnglnv on the aplder's work of stara.




On the Degenerztion of the Enzlish Tonzue

In the beginning wzs 3t. Joan and the gos:el therasl
w2sS good, and good were :is words of the Word. 3ut hers
and there I now hezar, ear to the zround, =23cirst the hum-
ning talk, to the thrumming book, English dead, dezd, dead,
no way out, rotten on the vine, on the tree, foul in the
nouth, ptomaine in the belly, dead. Yes, yes, I s=zid, dezad,
yes; I've walked down lLiain and tvhe mouths fuzzed round my
tongue, my English, =nd dead were the walker-tzlkers, my
Enzlish dead. Shekespeare trumpet-tonzgued, Eeats honey-
tongued, but on Hain the bad fruit, the numb food, flat,
dead. O Christ, stretched out in the hollow mount, why we,
this Twentieth Century, why the civil men of the Civil
Service, plodding the wreck of our Germanic Frenchified,
our criss-cross-pollirated many-nztiored crumbling tongue?"
Nilton in his might loosed Latin, Ernzglished in our e=zrs,
we have nothing shoring even American, not the inflection
fgainst our ruins, not the Bible for backbone. With I.V. -4
hath no man made good spezch. liot by commercizls! elo- |
querce, and radio hazlteth the Word in the womb. Oh throw
ne down four hurdred years, bresk, bend, =2nd send me back
to Elizz2beth when we were young! Chzucer had a chance, I
none. Liy tears, my only English, must drown merchant ships
and wash from my eye sight, that's now sirornsz my cry is.
Call out the nemes, my muse, ashnamed of 1970. Fope: who B
now holds his chromium edze? Browning: Grrr! “here one as
het And yet tnere’'is that last Romantic Yeats: did he have
a-dispensation thet ne wrote at 2ll in this amiss one
hundred years, in the dead-end of Enzlish, in the finesl
thterdgéérung of our unravelingz tonzue? ilone know, wWe but
know it dies, we die, O stone, leaf, why?
But. Stili--yet, yesterday I hezrd one szy "iv's
costinzg me uphill," z=nd I, hzlf-knowin:; what e meant,
- neard tiese four words in & stranze way, and I don't

know. Ho. 4t the weed's edze, in the ebb, I remember our.




5t:ndinz in tre kneesdeep, marsh, and suzdp of the bzd bon
mot, the grammariany srave, the wild duclis whzel zabous
AITD I think there's hope. The shack =znd tenerment still has
2 solid skeleton. Hzrlet knew lawyer-tzlk 2nd the c¢zn
the hawk-hunt. Still today the l=wyer lies, lozic-chors
and wheedles his w2y into metapror. Where be your essi
now? On Wall Street, kicling like a kid. And those techni-
cal terms, beloved of the Dane, we've zot ‘em., for every
municip2lity of local telk of 1610, we've 3ot ten today,
flashilooded by new trzdes. Gunshot, pitsiop, read-out,
out-put, real-time, spondees enouzn to stock any blasted
pond. And Iletzphor? There's more thzn ever, or flezst zn
equzl infinite, Let wide .JAmerica be your Harvazrd end your

Yele, writers, and you'll not want for words. isk sid you ..

will find you have. Tell me, did the race die when oy
grandfather beceane grave for good, imrmune to bzd ouns?
Hot es 1ong'as I'm here, himself remade new nzn, Is water
lost forever down the river? 3o it seems, awzy, awzay and
meznwhile it rains out of the sky on your head., Why there's
no end to it, just as no ernd to foliy =znd the tzxz. hy?

I viznt to tell you, our languaze is no trkingz. fothing.
The tissue 0f thes raze, live and cde:zd =5 trey, thay zs
2ll days, coming hither and zoing hence, alwzy., HII AL?
In the end =s in the beginninz, now and forevsr, A1} llen.
St. John, lay the Vord on me.
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