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Love

In one view of poetry, love is what you write about, how I 
love you, the love of Hero and Leander, Jesus loves you, look 
what love did to me. It is the equivalent of the subject in 
country music, where it is hankering, which isn’t that far off 
from love. Then there is what William Shakespeare did in 
all those sonnets, a poem as an act of love, what I am lucky 
enough to be able to do, while all those other poor bozos 
are stuck with chocolates or a new sports car. You make 
a valentine card. Most women will settle for a pretty bad 
poem. “It’s the thought that counts,” they’ll say, but they 
are not really talking about thought. In fact real thought 
would not satisfy them at all. It might even scare them. It’s 
the act they like. Roses are indeed red, and who tarries to 
consider whether that is an interesting premise to begin an 
attestation. But there is another employment for love. In the 
middle of composing a poem, I might know somewhere, in 
some way, that I love what I am doing, being permitted to 
do, as Robert Duncan might have put it. Here love is what 
is happening, and the words, the commotion among the 
words, is what I love, is my loving. Charles Olson was never 
more right than when he said that one loves only form, and 
that form comes into being when the thing is born. You 
can’t love content—you don’t love gristle or gneiss. That 
story about losing your heart to the sculpture you think 
you’ve brought about is right in the middle of the issue.
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Inspiration

It’s simple, I know, but I have always kept it in mind that 
inspiration means breathing into, or perhaps breathing 
in, an inhalation. If to expire means to die, then to aspire 
must mean to look upward. When we make poems we 
should pay increased attention to respiration. In the sixties 
we paid attention to Charles Olson and what he had to 
say about attention to breath in the making of poems. 
Professors made fun of him, and tried to represent him 
as a heavy breather. Olson was telling us that a poet’s 
versification should sound the poet’s body for its shaping, 
rather than trying to make a copy of the scansion offered 
by a British poet of an earlier century. We took him to be 
offering form over formula. Thus we read linguists as well 
as philosophers. But Olson never said much about spooks 
and magic and ghostly inspiration. We would go back to 
Yeats and Rilke and H.D. for that stuff. When a student or 
reporter asks me about the inspiration of some piece I have 
read aloud or published, I will talk about proprioception 
and Erato. I like to read poetry that sounds as if it comes 
from a writer attentive to her own specific physical 
circumstance, while equally attentive to the outside world, 
where the air comes from. I don’t wait for a muse to give 
mouth-to-mouth wind, but I need some source out there 
to prevent the carbon dioxide of ego-driven poetry.
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Feet

Sometimes I feel that we write poetry with our feet. 
When I lived in Montreal I seldom used my car, so I spent 
a lot of time walking and riding my one-speed bicycle. 
After a day at the university I would walk a few blocks to 
the Guy Street Metro station, and as I walked I became 
more and more conscious of the rhythm of my footfalls. 
Pretty soon I would be hearing words as I stepped (these 
were not iambic feet—there were a lot of uneven levels 
and less-safe places on that walk), and the words would 
come back to me as I stood in the crowded subway car 
heading “west” toward my bus connection. I wrote quite 
a few short lyric poems in Montreal. Fifteen years earlier 
I had been a member of the honour guard at RCAF base 
Macdonald because I was taller than the average airman. 
To celebrate a visit by some bigwig we would march quickly 
to the brass. When someone important died we would 
slow-march to the mournful bagpipes. Your footfall is in 
sync with your heart. You have guessed by now that we 
are talking about cadence, a word that comes from a verb 
meaning to fall. I guess you can fall iambic or trochaic, 
or anapestic if you’re a skipper—or you can fall, your 
feet can, in your own human way. I was confined to a 
wheelchair after a fall a few years ago. Luckily, I was writing 
a prose memoir in those days. Heel and toe, though, said 
Williams of Gagarin, his giant steps. When he fell to earth, 
it was measured, even if the syntax was still in orbit.
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Television

In reading we use our eyes and imagination. With radio 
we used our ears and imagination. With television we use 
our eyes and ears. Some of us watch television with our 
mouths hanging open. Television reaches us. It covers us 
with light. Any poetry that tries to appear on television 
sounds all wrong. When producers bring poetry onto 
the set they try to make it act like television. In poetry 
there is no laugh track and no suspenseful string music. 
Imagination doesn’t have a chance; there is no imagination 
in that light. A man holds a handgun. A popular consultant 
ridicules a book-buying husband. At first they told us that 
microwave ovens were for cooking meals. At first there 
were people who thought that television would be for the 
arts. Once a long time ago, you would see an author as the 
last guest on a late night talk show. These days we see the 
young walking around with wires hanging from their ears. 
How long will it be until the inventors sell them wires to 
hang from their eyes? My blind buddy rides the buses, his 
fingers reading a large book, the young all around him, 
staring into nowhere, wires hanging from their ears. He 
uses the fingers of his right hand and his imagination, 
farther away and more in place than they’ll ever be.
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Accessible

Jean likes to tell about a time recently when I was reading 
a review of my new poetry book. I was pretty pleased with 
the praise my work was getting; the reviewer was treating 
me as an old master who was still putting out the good 
stuff. But at the end of the review she said that the poems 
I wrote were “accessible.” Apparently that’s when I went 
into a rant. The reason for my reaction was my awareness 
that when they say accessible they mean easily and quickly 
consumable. I will admit that when I was a tyro I took 
William Carlos Williams and Raymond Souster as models, 
and tried to sound like them rather than the purveyors of 
the obscure and the abstract and the tangled. But there was 
something not quite true there. I also admired Ezra Pound 
and Louis Zukofsky. Pound could certainly be obscure. But 
his poems were so solid there on the page. If accessible were 
to mean a kind of simple that comes from clear images, 
I could not want to write that way. That’s Robert Frost’s 
way, and he is a kind of New England Aesop, interested in 
passing on some good advice with a bonus of rime. Stay 
with me here: you could access Ezra Pound’s poems just 
fine, even when you didn’t know what and whom he was 
talking about. Reading The Cantos when I was twenty, I 
knew that they were great and that they would still be great 
after I did my share of the job and knew the references. The 
words—the words were so solidly there, so easy to get at.
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Poetry

Yesterday I was asked in a radio studio: what is poetry? 
I had no answer, as you might expect, managing after 
some confusion to make a distinction between verse and 
prose, and not too well, either. What a question! Only a 
non-poet would even think of asking that question, but 
how is it that a poet can’t remember ever asking it of 
himself? A poet should have worked that out, one would 
think. You hear a poem, and you say to yourself, that is 
good poetry, or that is pretty bad poetry. But surely the 
question can not be as difficult to answer as “what is the 
meaning of life?” All right. Poetry is somehow measured 
speech meant to celebrate or examine a subject such as a 
lovely woman, death, or the highest mountain in Europe. 
Measured, and leading toward ceremony. Poetry is an 
art situated in time, as is music, but made of words, as is 
fiction. Poetry is speech or its representation in writing, 
in which every syllable and every bit of punctuation 
counts. One and two, one two three. You do not get to 
see infinity, in a grain of sand or elsewhere, but then you 
can not count to infinity. Poetry is haunted by infinity, as 
newspaper columns are not. Count your blessings. Exhibit 
your wounds. A good poem with real words in it will 
suggest eternity, the time version of infinity. You are here.
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Project

French wags like to say that Roland Barthes was their best 
fiction writer in the last part of the twentieth century. 
All right—we will have to agree that Samuel Beckett was 
Irish rather than French. Then we have to say harrumph 
or the like while we hold back our opinions about Claude 
Simon and Nathalie Sarraute, for example. Barthes never 
published any novels or stories, but finally it is hard to 
disagree with the French wags. Here is one of the smartest 
stories Barthes ever told: we decide that before we can 
make a clean beginning on the big project we have been 
dreaming of, we have to clean up the little writing and 
editing jobs that are cluttering up our desks. That will 
be our life’s work—cleaning up that clutter. That is my 
experience, too. In fact, that is what I am doing right 
now as I type these words. If you could see my writing 
table and all other horizontal surfaces in the room in 
which I am writing, you might despair of my ever seeing 
the end in sight. But on several occasions I have enjoyed 
the illusion of the big project. When I am committing 
a novel, I love the routine of getting up every morning 
and hitting those keys, and putting a few more slices 
of typing paper on the pile. In my dream world I am 
doing that all the time—like a real writer, I imagine.
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