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WONDERFUL WORDS,
SILENT TRUTH






WHY I LIKE CERTAIN POEMS MORE THAN OTHERS


I have a photograph of my father wearing a black tuxedo and holding a suckling pig under his arm. He’s on stage. Two dark-eyed beauties in low-cut party dresses are standing next to him and giggling. He’s laughing too. The pig has its mouth open, but it doesn’t look as if it’s laughing.

It’s New Year’s Eve. The year is 1926. They are in some kind of nightclub. At midnight the lights were turned off, and the pig was let go. In the pandemonium that ensued, my father caught the squealing animal. It was now his. After the bows, he got a rope from the waiter and tied the pig to the leg of their table.

He and the girls visited several other establishments that night. The pig went with them on a rope. They made it drink champagne and wear a party hat. “Poor pig,” my father said years later.

At daybreak they were alone, the pig and my father, drinking in a low dive by the railroad station. At the next table a drunken priest was marrying a young couple. He crossed the knife and the fork to bless the newlyweds. My father gave them the pig as a wedding present. Poor pig.

*

That’s not the end of the story, however. In 1948, when my father was already on his way to America and we were starving back in Belgrade, we used to barter our possessions for food. You could get a chicken for a good pair of men’s shoes. Our clocks, silverware, crystal vases, and fancy china were exchanged for bacon, lard, sausages, and such things. Once an old gypsy man wanted my father’s top hat. It didn’t even fit him. With that hat way down over his eyes, he handed over a live duck.

A few weeks later his brother came to see us. He looked prosperous. Gold teeth in front, two wristwatches, one on each hand. The other brother, it seems, had noticed a tuxedo we had. It was true. We let these people walk from room to room appraising the merchandise. They made themselves at home, opening drawers, peeking into closets. They knew we wouldn’t object. We were very hungry.

Anyway, my mother brought out the 1926 tuxedo. We could see immediately the man was in love with it. He offered us first one, then two chickens for it. For some reason my mother got stubborn. The holidays were coming. She wanted a suckling pig. The gypsy got angry, or pretended to. A pig was too much. My mother, however, wouldn’t give in. When she set her mind to it, she could really haggle. Years later in Dover, New Hampshire, I watched her drive a furniture salesman nuts. He offered to give her the couch for free just to get rid of her.

The gypsy was tougher. He marched out. Then, a few days later, he came back to take another look. He stood looking at the tux my mother had in the meantime brushed off. He looked and we looked. Finally, he let out a big sigh like a man making a difficult and irreversible decision. We got the pig the next day. It was alive and looked just like the one in the picture.

____________

Written in 1986 as an introduction to the issue of Ploughshares magazine which I edited.





READING PHILOSOPHY AT NIGHT


                   It is night again around me; I feel as though there had been lightning—for a brief span of time I was entirely in my element and in my light.

—NIETZSCHE

                   The mind loves the unknown. It loves images whose meaning is unknown, since the meaning of the mind itself is unknown.

—MAGRITTE

I wore Buster Keaton’s expression of exaggerated calm. I could have been sitting on the edge of a cliff with my back to the abyss trying to look normal.

Now I read philosophy in the morning. When I was younger and lived in the city it was always at night. “That’s how you ruined your eyes,” my mother keeps saying. I sat and read late into the night. The quieter it got, the more clearheaded I became—or so it seemed to me. In a sparsely furnished room above an Italian grocery, I would be struggling with some intricate philosophical argument that promised a magnificent insight at its conclusion. I could sense it with my whole being. I couldn’t put the book away, and it was getting really late. I had to be at work in the morning. Even had I tried to sleep, my head would have been full of Kant or Hegel. So, I wouldn’t sleep. At some point I’d make that decision. I’d be sitting there with the open book, my face reflected dimly in the dark windowpane, the great city all around me grown quiet. I was watching myself watch myself. A very strange experience.

The first time it happened I was twenty. It was six o’clock in the morning. It was winter. It was dark and very cold. I was in Chicago riding the El to work seated between two heavily bundled-up old women. The train was overheated, but each time the door opened at one of the elevated platforms, a blast of cold air would send shivers through us. The lights, too, kept flickering. As the train changed tracks, the lights would go out for a moment and I would stop reading the history of philosophy I had borrowed from the library the previous day. “Why is there something rather than nothing?” the book asked, quoting Parmenides. It was as if my eyes were opened. I could not stop looking at my fellow passengers. How incredible, I thought, all of us being here, existing.

Philosophy is like a homecoming. I have a recurring dream about the street where I was born. It is always night. I’m walking past vaguely familiar buildings trying to find our house, but somehow it is not there. I retrace my steps on that short block of only a few buildings, all of which are there except the one I want. The effort leaves me exhausted and saddened.

In another version of this same dream, I catch a glimpse of our house. There it is, at last, but for some reason I’m unable to get any closer to it. No lights are on. I look for our window, but it is even darker there on the third floor. The entire building seems abandoned. “It can’t be,” I tell myself in horror.

Once in one of these dreams, many years ago, I saw someone at our window, hunched over as if watching the street intently. That’s how my grandmother would wait late into the night for us to come home, except that this was a stranger. Even without being able to make out his face, I was sure of that.

Most of the time, however, there’s no one in sight during the dream. The facades of buildings still retain their pockmarks and other signs of the war. The streetlights are out and there’s no moon in the sky, so it’s not clear to me how I am able to see all this in complete darkness. The street I am walking on is long, empty, and seemingly without end.

Whoever reads philosophy reads himself as much as he reads the philosopher. I am in dialogue with certain decisive events in my life as much as I am with the ideas on the page. Meaning is the matter of my existence. My effort to understand is a perpetual circling around a few obsessive images.

Like everyone else, I have my hunches. All my experiences make a kind of untaught ontology, which precedes all my readings. What I am trying to conceptualize with the help of the philosopher is that which I have already intuited.

That’s one way of looking at it.

        The Meditation of yesterday filled my mind with so many doubts that it is no longer in my power to forget them. And yet, I do not see in what manner I can resolve them; and, just as if I had all of a sudden fallen into very deep water, I am so disconcerted that I can neither make certain of setting my feet on the bottom, nor can I swim and so support myself on the surface. I shall nevertheless make an effort and follow anew the same path as that on which I yesterday entered, i.e., I shall proceed by setting aside all that in which the least doubt could be supposed to exist, just as if I had discovered that it was absolutely false; and I shall ever follow in this road until I have met with something which is certain, or at least, if I can do nothing else, until I have learned for certain that there’s nothing in the world that is certain. Archimedes, in order that he might draw the terrestrial globe out of its place, and transport it elsewhere, demanded only that one point should be fixed and immovable; in the same way I shall have the right to conceive high hopes if I am happy enough to discover one thing only which is certain and indubitable.

I love this passage of Descartes; his beginning again, his not wanting to be fooled. It describes the ambition of philosophy in all its nobility and desperation. I prefer this doubting Descartes to the later one, famous in his certainties. The poetry of indeterminacy still casts its spell. Of course, he’s greedy for the absolute, but so is everybody else. Or are they?

There’s an Eastern European folk song that tells of a girl who kept tossing an apple higher and higher until she tossed it as high as the clouds. To her surprise the apple didn’t come down. One of the clouds got it. She waited with arms outstretched, but the apple stayed up there. All she could do was plead with the cloud to return her apple, but that’s another story. I like the first part when the impossible still reigns.

I remember lying in a ditch and staring at some pebbles while German bombers were flying over our heads. That was long ago. I don’t remember the face of my mother nor the faces of the people who were there with us, but I still see those perfectly ordinary pebbles.

“It is not ‘how’ things are in the world that is mystical, but that it exists,” says Wittgenstein. I felt precisely that. Time had stopped. I was watching myself watching the pebbles and trembling with fear. Then time moved on and the experience was over.

The pebbles stayed in their otherness, stayed forever in my memory. Can language do justice to such moments of heightened consciousness? Speech is always less. When it comes to conveying what it means to be truly conscious, one approximates, one fails miserably.

Wittgenstein puts it this way: “What finds its reflection in language, language cannot represent. What expresses ‘itself’ in language, we cannot express by means of language.” This has been my experience many times. Words are impoverishments, splendid poverties.

I knew someone who once tried to persuade me otherwise. He considered himself a logical positivist. These are people who remind you, for example, that you can speak of a pencil’s dimension, location, appearance, and state of motion or rest but not of its intelligence and love of music. The moment I hear that, the poet in me rebels and I want to write a poem about an intelligent pencil in love with music. In other words, what these people regard as nonsense, I suspect to be full of imaginative possibilities.

There’s a wonderful story told about Wittgenstein and his Cambridge colleague, the Italian economist Piero Sraffa. Apparently they often discussed philosophy. “One day,” as Justus Hartnack has it, “when Wittgenstein was defending his view that a proposition has the same logical form as the fact it depicts, Sraffa made a gesture used by Neapolitans to express contempt and asked Wittgenstein what the logical form of that was? According to Wittgenstein’s own recollection, it was this question which made him realize that his belief that a fact could have a logical form was untenable.”

As for my “logical” friend, we argued all night. “What cannot be said, cannot be thought,” he claimed. And then—after I blurted out something about silence being the language of consciousness—“You’re silent because you have nothing to say!” In any case, it got to the point where we were calling each other “you dumb shit.” We were drinking large quantities of red wine, misunderstanding each other totally, and only stopped bickering when his disheveled wife came to the bedroom door and told us to shut up.

Then I told him a story.

One day in Yugoslavia, just after the war, we made a class trip to the town War Museum. At the entrance we found a battered German tank, which delighted us. Inside the museum one could look at a few rifles, hand grenades, and uniforms, but not much else. Most of the space was taken up by photographs. These we were urged to examine. One saw people who had been hanged and people about to be hanged. The executioners stood around smoking. There were piles of corpses everywhere. Some were naked. Men and women with their genitals showing. That made some kid laugh.

Then we saw a man having his throat cut. The killer sat on the man’s chest with a knife in his hand. He seemed pleased to be photographed. The victim’s eyes I don’t remember. A few men stood around gawking. There were clouds in the sky.

There were always clouds, blades of grass, tree stumps, bushes, and rocks no one was paying any attention to. In one photograph the earth was covered with snow. A miserable, teeth-chattering January morning and someone making someone else’s life even more miserable. Or the rain would be falling. A small, hard rain that would wash the blood off the hands immediately, that would make one of the killers catch a bad cold. I imagined him sitting that same night with feet in a bucket of hot water and sipping tea.

That occurred to me later. Now that we had seen all there was to see, we were made to sit on the lawn outside the museum and eat our lunch. It was poor fare. Most of us had plum jam spread on slices of bread. A few had lard sprinkled with paprika. One kid had nothing but bread and scallions. I guess that’s all they had at his home that day. Everybody thought it was funny. Someone snatched his thick slice of black bread and threw it up in the air. It got caught in a tree. The poor kid tried to get it down by throwing stones at it. He kept missing. Then he tried climbing the tree. He kept sliding back. Even our teacher who came to see what the commotion was all about thought it was hilarious.

As for the grass, there was plenty of it, each blade distinct and carefully sharpened, as it were. There were also clouds in the sky and many large flies of the kind one encounters in slaughterhouses, which kept pestering us and interrupting our laughter.

And here’s what went through my head just last night as I lay awake thinking of my friend’s argument:

The story you told him had nothing to do with what you were talking about.

The story had everything to do with what we were talking about.

I can think of a hundred objections after all these years.

Only idiots want something neat, something categorical—and I never talk unless I know!

Aha! You’re mixing poetry and philosophy. Wittgenstein wouldn’t give you the time of day!

“Everything looks very busy to me,” says Jasper Johns, and that’s my problem, too.

I remember a strange cat, exceedingly emaciated, that scratched on my door the day I was scratching my head over Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit.

Who said, “Whatever can be thought must be fictitious”?

You got me there! How about a bagel Hegel?

Still and all . . . And above all! Let’s not forget “above all.”

Here’s what Nietzsche said to the ceiling: “The rank of the philosopher is determined by the rank of his laughter.” But he couldn’t really laugh. No matter how hard Friedrich tried, he couldn’t really laugh.

I know because I’m a connoisseur of paradox. All the good-looking oxymorons are in love with me and come to visit me in my bed at night.

Have a tomato Plato!

*

Wallace Stevens has several beautiful poems about solitary readers. “The House Was Quiet and the World Was Calm” is one. It speaks of a “truth in a calm world.” It happens! The world and the mind growing so calm that truth becomes visible.

It must be late at night “where shines the light that lets be the things that are”—the light of insomnia. The solitude of the reader of philosophy and the solitude of the philosopher drawing together. The impression that one is thinking and anticipating another man’s subtlest turns of thought and beginning to truly understand.

Understanding depends on the relationship of what we are to what we have been: the being of the moment. Consciousness stirring up our conscience, our history. Consciousness as the light of clarity and history as the dark night of the soul.

The pleasures of philosophy are the pleasures of reduction—the epiphanies of hinting in a few words at complex matters. Both poetry and philosophy, for instance, are concerned with Being. What is a lyric poem, one might say, but the recreation of the experience of Being. In both cases, that need to get it down to its essentials, to say the unsayable and let the truth of Being shine through.

History, on the other hand, is antireductive. Nothing tidy about it. Chaos! Bedlam! Hopeless tangle! My own history and the history of this century like a child and his blind mother on the street. She mumbles, talks to herself, sings and wails as she leads the way across some busy intersection.

You’d think the sole meaning of history is to stand truth happily upon its head!

Poor poetry. Like imperturbable Buster Keaton alone with the woman he loves on an ocean liner set adrift on the stormy sea. Or an even better example: Again drifting over an endless ocean, he comes across a billboard, actually a target for battleship practice. Keaton climbs it, takes out his fishing rod and bait, and fishes peacefully. That’s what great poetry is. A superb serenity in the face of chaos. Wise enough to play the fool.

And always the contradictions: I have Don Quixote and his windmills in my head and Sancho Panza and his mule kicking in my heart.

That’s just some figure of speech. Who could live without them? Do they tell the truth? Do they conceal it? I really don’t know. That’s why I keep going back to philosophy. I want to learn how to think clearly about these matters.

It is morning. It is night. The book is open. The text is difficult, the text is momentarily opaque. My mind is wandering. My mind is struggling to grasp the always elusive, the always hinting—whatever it is.

It, it, I keep calling it. An infinity of “it” without a single antecedent—like a cosmic static in my ear.

Just then, about to give up, I find the following on a page of Heidegger: “No thinker has ever entered into another thinker’s solitude. Yet it is only from its solitude that all thinking, in a hidden mode, speaks to the thinking that comes after or that went before.”

For a moment it all comes together: poetry, philosophy, history. I see—in the sense of being able to picture and feel—the human weight of another’s solitude. So many of them seated with a book. Day breaking. Thought becoming image. Image becoming thought.

____________

Written for the special issue of Antaeus on the pleasures of reading and first published in 1987.





CHINESE BOXES AND PUPPET THEATERS


                   Consciousness is the only home of which we know.

—DICKINSON

Two images come to mind when I think of Emily Dickinson’s poems: Chinese boxes and puppet theaters. The image of boxes inside boxes has to do with cosmology, and theaters and puppets with psychology. They’re, of course, intimately related.

The intimate immensity of consciousness is Dickinson’s constant preoccupation. I imagine her sitting in her room for hours on end, with eyes closed, looking inward. To be conscious is already to be divided, to be multiple. There are so many me’s within me. The whole world comes into our inner room. Visions and mysteries and secret thoughts. “How strange it all is,” Dickinson must have told herself.

Every universe is enclosed in some other universe. She opens boxes, Pandora’s boxes. There’s terror in one; awe and ecstasy in the next one. She cannot leave the boxes alone. Her imagination and love of truth conspire against her. There are so many boxes. Every so often, she may believe that she has reached the last one, but on closer examination it proves to contain still another box. The appearances deceive. That’s the lesson. A trick is being played on her as it is being played on all of us who wish to reach the truth of things.

“As above, so below,” Hermes Trismegistus claimed. Emerson thought the same. He believed that clarity and heightened understanding would follow the knowledge of that primary law of our being. Dickinson’s experience of the self is very different. The self for her is the place of paradoxes, oxymorons, and endless ambiguities. She welcomed every one of them the way Emerson welcomed his clarities. “Impossibility, like wine, exhilarates,” she told us.

Did she believe in God? Yes and no. God is the cunning of all these boxes fitting inside each other, perhaps? More likely, God is just another box. Neither the tiniest one nor the biggest imaginable. There are boxes even God knows nothing of.

In each box there’s a theater. All the shadows the self casts and the World and the infinite Universe. A play is in progress, perhaps always the same play. Only the scenery and costumes differ from box to box. The puppets enact the Great Questions—or rather Dickinson allowed them to enact themselves. She sat spellbound and watched.

Some theaters have a Christian setting. There is God and his Son. There is Immortality and the snake in Paradise. Heaven is like a circus in one of her poems. When the tent is gone, “miles of Stare” is what remains behind. In the meantime, the Passion and Martyrdom of Emily Dickinson go on being played under the tent and under the open skies. There’s no question, as far as I am concerned, that real suffering took place among these puppets.

In some other theaters the scenery could have been painted by De Chirico. In them we have a play of abstract nouns capitalized and personified against a metaphysical landscape of straight lines and vanishing points. Ciphers and Algebras stroll along “Miles and Miles of Nought” and converse. “The Truth is Bald and Cold,” she says. Truth is a terrifying mannequin, as Sylvia Plath also suspected. This is the theater of metaphysical terror.

Death is in all the plays and so is this woman. Death is a kind of master of ceremonies, opening boxes while concealing others in his pockets. The self is divided. Dickinson is both on stage and in the audience watching herself. “The Battle fought between Soul and No Man” is what we are all watching.

That she made all this happen within the length of a lyric poem is astonishing. In Dickinson we have a short poem that builds and dismantles cosmologies. She understood that a poem and our consciousness are both a theater. Or rather, many theaters.

“Who, besides myself, knows what Ariadne is,” wrote Nietzsche. Emily Dickinson knew much better than he did.

____________

Written for an Emily Dickinson issue of the magazine Ironwood in 1986.





NOTES ON POETRY AND PHILOSOPHY


                   It is the hardship of the times that before an artist can fashion an icon he must compose the theology that his icon will reinforce.

—HAROLD ROSENBERG

Some sort of Academy of Fine Arts from which they stole the bust of the philosopher Socrates so he may accompany them on what was to be a night of serious drinking.

It was heavy. The two of them had to lug it together. They went from tavern to tavern like that. They’d make Socrates sit in his own chair. When the waiter came, they’d ask for three glasses. Socrates sat over his drink looking wise.

Later, in a low dive where gypsies were playing, a couple of drunken women joined them. They loved their “friend.” They kept kissing Socrates and trying to make him drink wine. His mouth turned red. He could have been bleeding.

They left Socrates, as the day was breaking, at a streetcar stop. The number 2 would arrive full of sleepy factory workers, the doors would open, and there’d be the Greek philosopher with his blind gaze and his bloodied mouth, waiting on the sidewalk to be taken up.

KNIGHTS OF SORROWFUL COUNTENANCE
SITTING LATE OVER DOG-EARED BOOKS

That was my father’s story. Philosophy intrigued him all his life. He loved it. He made fun of it. He was the one who gave me Heidegger’s Being and Time. We read its most difficult passages together and discussed the book endlessly.

“Amateur philosophers, the worst kind!” he used to say about us.

I continued to read Heidegger as his various works became available in English. The attraction was strong for a Surrealist—which is what I considered myself in those days. “Avant-garde is revolt and metaphysics,” says Rosenberg. You cannot have great poetry without at least an attempt at one. That’s how I understood the legacy of Rimbaud and Stevens. Heidegger made my own intuitions about the philosophical ambitions of modern poetry clearer to me.

The other appeal of Heidegger was his attack on subjectivism, his idea that it is not the poet who speaks through the poem but the work itself. This has always been my experience. The poet is at the mercy of his metaphors. Everything is at the mercy of the poet’s metaphors—even Language, who is their Lord and master.

“O PARADISO!” MY POP SANG IN THE SHOWER

The twentieth-century poet is “a metaphysician in the dark,” according to Wallace Stevens.

That sounds to me like a version of that old joke about chasing a black cat in a dark room. The room today is more crowded than ever. In addition to Poetry, Theology is also there, and so are various representatives of Western and Eastern Philosophies. There’s a lot of bumping of heads in the dark. The famous kitty, however, isn’t there. . . . Still, the poets continue to cry from time to time: “We got her, folks!”

Unless, of course, it’s the Devil himself they’ve got by the tail instead!

THE FISH IS SPHINX TO THE CAT

There is a major misunderstanding in literary criticism as to how ideas get into poems. The poets, supposedly, proceed in one of these two ways: they either state their ideas directly or they find equivalents for them. What is usually called philosophical poetry seems to be either a poetry of heightened eloquence or some variety of symbolism. In each case, the assumption is that the poet knows beforehand what he or she wishes to say and the writing of the poem is the search for the most effective means of gussying up these ideas.

If this were correct, poetry would simply repeat what has been thought and said before. There would be no poetic thinking in the way Heidegger conceives of it. There would be no hope that poetry could have any relation to truth.

IN A HEAD THIS OLD THERE’S A BLIND HEN THAT OCCASIONALLY FINDS A KERNEL OF CORN AND HER NAME IS LOVE

My poems (in the beginning) are like a table on which one places interesting things one has found on one’s walks: a pebble, a rusty nail, a strangely shaped root, the corner of a torn photograph, etc., . . . where after months of looking at them and thinking about them daily, certain surprising relationships, which hint at meanings, begin to appear.

These objets trouvés of poetry are, of course, bits of language. The poem is the place where one hears what the language is really saying, where the full meaning of words begins to emerge.

That’s not quite right! It’s not so much what the words mean that is crucial, but rather, what they show and reveal. The literal leads to the figurative, and inside every poetic figure of value there’s a theater where a play is in progress. The play is about gods and demons and the world in its baffling presence and variety.

In its essence an interesting poem is an epistemological and metaphysical problem for the poet.

THE WAY A CHILD STUDIES THE MINUTE HAND OF HIS WATCH

Back in 1965 I sent some of my object poems (“Fork” among them) to a literary magazine. They came back with a letter that said something like this: “Dear Mr. Simic . . . you’re obviously a sensible young man, so why do you waste your time by writing about knives, spoons, and forks?”

I guess the editor’s premise was that there were things worthy of poetry and that the fork in my hand was not one of them. In other words, “serious” subjects and “serious” ideas make “serious” poems, etc. He was just trying to give me fatherly advice.

I was surprised by the resistance some people had to these poems. “Back to things themselves,” said Husserl, and the Imagist had the same idea. An object is the irreducible itself, a convenient place to begin, it seemed to me.

What appealed to me, too, was the discipline, the attention required, and the dialectics that went with it. You look and you don’t see. It’s so familiar that it is invisible, etc. I mean, anybody can tell when you’re faking it. Everybody is an expert when it comes to forks.

Plus, all genuine poetry in my view is antipoetry.



LIKE A BARBER COLLEGE HAIRCUT

                   Poets think they’re pitchers when they’re really catchers.

—JACK SPICER

Everything would be very simple if we could will our metaphors. We cannot.

This is true of poems, too. We may start believing that we are recreating an experience, that we are making an attempt at mimesis, but then the language takes over. Suddenly the words have a mind of their own.

It’s like saying, “I wanted to go to church but the poem took me to the dog races.”

When it first happened I was horrified. It took me years to admit that the poem is smarter than I am. Now I go where it wants to go.

A SHORT-ORDER COOK PEELING METAPHYSICAL ONIONS

Heidegger says that we will never understand properly what poetry is until we understand what thinking is. Then he says, most interestingly, that the nature of thinking is something other than thinking, something other than willing.

It’s this “other” that poetry sets traps for.

ETERNITY, THE PRESENT MOMENT, PLAYING WITH EACH OTHER

My hunch has always been that our deepest experiences are wordless. There may be images, but there are no words to describe the gap between seeing and saying, for example. The labor of poetry is finding ways through language to point to what cannot be put into words.

Robert Duncan had this to say about the pronoun “it,” which for him was the most interesting word in the language, as it is for me:

        The gnostics and magicians claim to know or would know Its real nature, which they believe to be miswritten or cryptically written in the text of the actual world. But Williams is right in his “no ideas but in things”; for It has only the actual universe to realize Itself. We ourselves in our actuality, as the poem in its actuality, its thingness, are facts, factors, in which It makes Itself real.

Duncan is speaking out of the Romantic and occult tradition, but here he’s close to Heidegger, who speaks of the “It” that gives Being, the “It” that gives Time.

The poem that thinks is a place where we open to “It.” The poem’s difficulty is that it presents an experience language cannot get at. Being cannot be represented or uttered—as poor realists foolishly believe—but only hinted at. Writing is always a rough translation from wordlessness into words.

VERY QUIET. PSSST.

                   We cannot say what reality is, only what it seems like to us.

—GASTON BACHELARD

Every new metaphor is a new thought, a fragment of a new myth of reality.

Metaphor is a part of the not-knowing aspect of art, and yet I’m firmly convinced that it is the supreme way of searching for truth. How can this be? I don’t know. I have never been able to figure it out to my satisfaction.

Poetry attracts me because it makes trouble for thinkers.

TO UNDERSTAND, IS THAT AGAINST NATURE, AGAINST GOD?

I like a poem that understates, that leaves out, breaks off, remains open-ended. A poem as a piece of the unutterable whole. To “complete,” to pretend that it is possible to do so (and here, too, I’m following Heidegger), is to set arbitrary boundaries to what is boundless.

Emily Dickinson’s poems do that for me. Her ambiguities are philosophical. She lives with uncertainties, even delights in them. To the great questions she remains “unshielded,” as Heidegger would say. The nature of presence itself is her subject. The awe of . . . the supreme mystery of consciousness watching itself.

Ideally then, a poem that speculates is full of mirrors . . . it measures the gap between words and what they presume to name . . . the gap between being and being-said.

LIKE THOSE BEAUTIFUL WOMEN ASLEEP A HUNDRED YEARS?

                   Something must be for something to be said.

—PAUL RICOEUR

The world was going up in flames and I was making screeching noises on my violin. The baby Nero. Once walking to the market I saw people in a ditch with their throats cut. Then I got lice wearing a German helmet.

This used to be a famous story in my family. I remember those cold, hungry winters just after the war, with everybody huddled around the coal stove, talking and worrying late into the night. Sooner or later, inevitably, someone would bring up my German helmet full of lice as comic relief. Old people would have tears of laughter in their eyes. A kid dumb enough to walk around with a German helmet full of lice. They were crawling all over it! A blind man could see them!

I sat there saying nothing, pretending to be equally amused, nodding my head in agreement while thinking to myself, what a bunch of idiots! They, of course, had no idea how I got the helmet, and I wasn’t about to tell them.

It was the day after the liberation of Belgrade. I was up in the fairgrounds by St. Mark’s church with a few older boys, more or less snooping around. Then, all of a sudden, we saw them! Two German soldiers, obviously dead, stretched out on the ground. We drew closer to take a better look. They had no weapons. Their boots were gone, but there was a helmet, which had fallen off to the side. I don’t remember what the others did, but I went for the helmet. I tiptoed so as not to wake the dead men. I also kept my eyes averted. I never saw their faces, even if sometimes I think I did. Everything else about that moment is still intensely clear to me.

GIUSEPPE VERDI, THE FAMOUS
CHINESE-AMERICAN VENTRILOQUIST . . .

Poetry is not just “a verbal universe that looks inwardly on itself,” as someone said. Neither is poetry merely a recreation of experience. “It was and it was not,” is how the old storytellers used to begin their tales. It lies to tell the truth.

Mallarmé thought there were two kinds of language: parole brute, which names things, and parole essentielle, which distances us from things. One serves representation and the other the allusive, fictive world of poetry. He’s wrong. It’s not that clear-cut. If anything, it’s both. Poetry is impure. I don’t think Heidegger understands this either.

The poem is an attempt at self-recovery, self-recognition, self-remembering, the marvel of being again. That this happens at times, happens in poems in many different and contradictory ways, is as great a mystery as the mystery of being itself and cause for serious thought.

____________

Written as a commentary on an essay linking my own poetry with Heidegger’s philosophy for New Literary History in 1989.
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THE FLUTE PLAYER IN THE PIT


                   I say the word or two that has to be said . . . and remind every man and every woman of something.

—WALT WHITMAN

Thirty years ago in New York City I used to stay up late almost every night listening to Jean Shepherd’s rambling soliloquies on the radio. He had a show with a lot of interesting talk and a little music. One night he told a lengthy story, which I still remember, about the sacred ritual of some Amazon tribe. It went roughly like this:

Once every seven years, the members of this remote tribe would dig a deep hole in the jungle and lower their finest flute player into it. He would be given no food, only a little water and no way of climbing out. After this was done, the other members of the tribe would bid him goodbye, never to return. Seven days later, the flute player, sitting crosslegged at the bottom of his hole, would begin to play. Of course, the tribesmen could not hear him, only the gods could, and that was the point.

According to Shepherd, who was not above putting on his audience of insomniacs, an anthropologist had hidden himself during the ritual and recorded the man playing the flute. Tonight Shepherd was going to play that very tape.

I was spooked. Here was a man, soon to die, already dizzy with hunger and despair, summoning whatever strength and belief in gods he had. A New World Orpheus, it occurred to me.

Shepherd went on talking until finally, in the wee-hour silence of the night and my shabby room on East 13th Street, the faint sound of the otherworldly flute was heard: its solitary, infinitely sad squeak with the raspy breath of the living human being still audible in it from time to time, making the best of his predicament. I didn’t care then nor do I care now whether Shepherd made up the whole story. We are all at the bottom of our own private pits, even here in New York.

All the arts are about the impossible predicament. That’s their fatal attraction. “Words fail me,” poets often say. Every poem is an act of desperation or, if you prefer, a throw of the dice. God is the ideal audience, especially if you can’t sleep or if you’re in a hole in the Amazon. If he’s absent, so much the worse.

The poet sits before a blank piece of paper with a need to say many things in the small space of the poem. The world is huge, the poet is alone, and the poem is just a bit of language, a few scratchings of a pen surrounded by the silence of the night.

It could be that the poet wishes to tell you about his or her life. A few images of some fleeting moment when one was happy or exceptionally lucid. The secret wish of poetry is to stop time. The poet wants to retrieve a face, a mood, a cloud in the sky, a tree in the wind, and take a kind of mental photograph of that moment in which you as a reader recognize yourself. Poems are other people’s snapshots in which we recognize ourselves.

Next, the poet is driven by the desire to tell the truth. “How is truth to be said?” asks Gwendolyn Brooks. Truth matters. Getting it right matters. The realists advise: open your eyes and look. People of imagination warn: close your eyes to see better. There’s truth with eyes open and there’s truth with eyes closed and they often do not recognize each other on the street.

Next, one wishes to say something about the age in which one lives. Every age has its injustices and immense sufferings, and ours is scarcely an exception. There’s the history of human vileness to contend with and there are fresh instances every day to think about. One can think about it all one wants, but making sense of it is another matter. We live in a time in which there are hundreds of ways of explaining the world. Everything from every variety of religion to every species of scientism is believed. The task of poetry, perhaps, is to salvage a trace of the authentic from the wreckage of religious, philosophical, and political systems.

Next, one wants to write a poem so well crafted that it would do honor to the tradition of Emily Dickinson, Ezra Pound, and Wallace Stevens, to name only a few masters.

At the same time, one hopes to rewrite that tradition, subvert it, turn it upside down and make some living space for oneself.

At the same time, one wants to entertain the reader with outrageous metaphors, flights of imagination, and heartbreaking pronouncements.

At the same time, one has, for the most part, no idea of what one is doing. Words make love on the page like flies in the summer heat and the poet is merely the bemused spectator. The poem is as much the result of chance as of intention. Probably more so.

At the same time, one hopes to be read and loved in China in a thousand years the same way the ancient Chinese poets are loved and read in our own day, and so forth.

This is a small order from a large menu requiring one of those many-armed Indian divinities to serve as a waiter.

One great defect of poetry, or one of its sublime attractions—depending on your view—is that it wants to include everything. In the cold light of reason, poetry is impossible to write.

Of course, there would be no anthology of best poems if the impossible did not happen occasionally. Authentic poems get written, and that’s the best-kept secret in any age. In the history of the world the poet is ever present, invisible and often inaudible. Just when everything else seems to be going to hell in America, poetry is doing fine. The predictions of its demise, about which we so often read, are plain wrong, just as most of the intellectual prophecies in our century have been wrong. Poetry proves again and again that any single overall theory of anything doesn’t work. Poetry is always the cat concert under the window of the room in which the official version of reality is being written. The academic critics write, for instance, that poetry is the instrument of the ideology of the ruling class and that everything is political. The tormentors of Anna Akhmatova are their patron saints. But what if poets are not crazy? What if they convey the feel of a historical period better than anybody else? Obviously, poetry engages something essential and overlooked in human beings, and it is this ineffable quality that has always ensured its longevity. “To glimpse the essential . . . stay flat on your back all day, and moan,” says E. M. Cioran. There’s more than that to poetry, of course, but that’s a beginning.

Lyric poets perpetuate the oldest values on earth. They assert the individual’s experience against that of the tribe. Emerson claimed that to be a genius meant “to believe your own thoughts, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men.” Lyric poetry since the Greeks has always assumed something like that, but American poetry since Whitman and Emerson has made it its main conviction. Everything in the world, profane or sacred, needs to be reexamined repeatedly in the light of one’s own experience.

Here, now, I, amazed to find myself living my life . . . The American poet is a modern citizen of a democracy who lacks any clear historical, religious, or philosophical foundation. Sneering Marxists used to characterize such statements as “typical bourgeois individualism.” “They adore the smell of their own shit,” a fellow I used to know said about poets. He was a Maoist, and the idea of each human being finding his or her own truth was incomprehensible to him. Still, this is what Robert Frost, Charles Olson, and even Elizabeth Bishop had in mind. They were realists who had not yet decided what reality is. Their poetry defends the sanctity of that pursuit in which reality and identity are forever being rediscovered.

It’s not imagination or ideas that our poets primarily trust, but examples, narratives, or specific experiences. There’s more than a little of the Puritan diarist still left in poets. Like their ancestors, they worry about the state of their inner lives in between entries about the weather. The problem of identity is ever present, as is the nagging suspicion that one’s existence lacks meaning. The working premise, nevertheless, is that each self, even in its most private concerns, is representative, that the “aesthetic problem,” as John Ashbery has said, is a “microcosm of all human problems,” that the poem is a place where the “I” of the poet, by a kind of visionary alchemy, becomes a mirror for all of us.

“America is not finished, perhaps never will be,” Whitman said. Our poetry is the dramatic knowledge of that state. Its heresy is that it takes a part of the truth for the whole truth and makes it a “temporary stay against confusion,” in Robert Frost’s famous formulation. In physics it is the infinitely small that contradicts the general law, and the same is true of poetry at its best. What we love in it is its democracy of values, its recklessness, its individualism, and its freedom. There’s nothing more American and more hopeful than its poetry.

                   one dark, still Sunday

—H. D. THOREAU

The black dog on the chain wags his tail as I walk by. The house and the barn of his master are sagging, as if about to collapse with the weight of the sky. On my neighbor’s porch and in his yard there are old cars, stoves, refrigerators, washing machines, and dryers that he keeps carting back from the town dump for some unclear and still undecided future use. All of it is broken, rusty, partly dismantled and scattered about, except for the new-looking and incongruous plaster statue of the Virgin with eyes lowered as if embarrassed to be there. Past his house, there’s a spectacular winter sunset over the lake, the kind one used to see in paintings sold in back of discount department stores. As for the flute player, I remember reading that in the distant Southwest there are ancient matchstick figures on the walls of desert caves and that some of them are playing the flute. In New Hampshire, where I am now, there’s only this dark house, the ghostly statue, the silence of the woods, and the cold winter night falling down in a big hurry.

____________

Written as an introduction to The Best American Poetry 1992.
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