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POETRY

s poetry thriving, ‘or dying? No one
seems able to agree on this; indeed,
when it comes (o poelry, il seems-
. that no one can agree on anylbing,.
The opiimist ciles sales figures, slam at-
tendances, and writing workshop earoll-
ments, all of which are, apparently, up.
The pessimist, on the other hand, mercly
sniffs at (he mention of slam poetry and
wonders how good those sales [igures
would be il we decided 1ot W count copies
of Jewel's A Night Without Armor. How
are we to decide who is right?

“The people who live in a Golden
Age,” wrote Randall Jareli, “usually go
around complaining how yellow every-
thing looks.” And s¢ we musl ask—is i
possible that the oplimist is right, that we
have indeed been living in a Golden Age
of poetry? And if so—how could we have
missed 107 Where were we, exaclly, when
this was going en?-

Recently 1 was al junch with a col-
league—a [eftow professor of philoso-
phy—and when i came out that I
regulagly read poelry, a puzzled Jook came
over his face and he said, “You know,
reading poetry has never even oceurred to
me as something I might do.” In a Golden
Age this pr(}fcssoi' would be an anomaly,
in ours he is the porm. Few academics
regard reading pociry as something they
might do; even fewer-——alinost none--see
it as something they musr do. Bven these
who care aboul being well read are likely
te exclude poetry from their list of
essential works. Nobody thinks anymore
that verse may be the best, most accurate
vehicle for the expression of a sophisti-
cated or profound (hought. As for those
who write poetry—and they are more
comunon than those who read il—many of
these writers chioose poetry because they
think it's easier than prose. And in fact, the
kind of poetry they have in mind probably
is easier than prose,

(But what of the sales figures? —The
sales figures, even if they reaily have im-
praved, aee stiff not good, Poetry—pulling
aside celebrity pretenders like Tewel, and
tabloid successes' like Ted Hughes' Rirth-
dety Letters—doesn’t sell in bulk, or any-
thing approaching bulk. Bui what of the
waorkshops, the poetry slams? ——Sniff.)

Bul am § not being unfair? Afler all, I

Chave in my hands, at this very moment, a

volume enlilled Americans’ Favorite
Poems: a represealative sampling, edited
by Maggie Dielz and Poet Laurcale
Robert Pinsky, of works selecled for in-
clusion in Pinsky's ambitious Favorile
Poem Project. Indeed, the book seems
intended (o exist as a rebuke (o the worsics
of the pessimist. Americans do have
favorite poems, i says. Americans do
care aboul poetry. Nol poels, not back
reviewers, buf real, erdinary Americans—
commedily traders, truck drivers, zoo-
keepers, students, children, retired
persons—who read, are jnspired by, and
take comlort from works of Shakespeare
and Hopkins, Wallace Stevens and THart
Crane, Francisco de Quevedo and Sylvia
Plath. Comforling, no?

Well, ves. And yel, the pessimist -

refuses 1o be so easily mollified: he gtill
feels alone in his love for poelry. When
a new book is released by James
MceMichael, say, or Ciaran Carson, his
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local bookstore deesn’t carry 15 he has (o
ask them te special order it—and the clerk,
of coursse, hasn’t heard of it—and it isn’tin
the warchouse, so it will be two to three
weeks, not (wo 10 three days. And when he
finally receives it and reads il and wanls
o talk about it—who can he talk wilh?
There are, apparently, thousands of people
in this country who know and care about
poetry—but how do you meel them?

Of course, numbers aren’t- reaily the
point: people don’( take up poetry in order
o be part of & mass movement. Knowing
that a few (housand poctry-lovers are
out there ought to he enough; Americans’
Favorite Poems ought 10 be a comforl,
afler all. Really, isn'L it nice o know thal
Randall Jarrell himsell had two poems
chosen for inclusion? (I'd havé been
happier if one of them bad been "“The
Mockinpbird,” rather than the good but

~over-anthologized “Next Day,” but you

take what you can get.) And isn't il nice (o
know that people still read and enjoy Fohn
Donne’s “The Flea™ (IUs “the best argu-
ment for sex I've ever heard,” writes the
17-year-old who chose it.) And, even ag we
muiter amnd  gripe about ow lelt-onf
favoriles (where, for mslange, is Bemy-
man, haltmost American of poets?h)—even
as we grumble and complain, still, isn't i
nice to have this group of slremgers_ul.‘ging‘
us to read Wislawa Szymborska, Edwin
Arlingten Rebinson, Frank (’Hara? Isn't
it fice for once Lo be urged 0 read poelry,
rather than {o be ihe one doing the urging?

Yes, really, it is nice. And yet..when
you read the comments of the real, ordi-
nary Americans who chose these poems,
you gel the fecling that a great many of
these people have somehow- missed the
poinl: when they wry to explain why they
chaose he particular poems they did, why
they mean so nuich (o them, you find that
they're not talking aboul the poems at
ail; they're talking about themselves, “My
ilerpretation of this. poem written by
Langston Hiighcs may not be the same as
his,” one writer cemments. “Bul a poem
is what I choose {o make of it and this
one is a description of me.” This theme——
this i a description of Mme—oceurs again
and again. A nole ivroducing “Sailing to
Byzantium” explains,. “1 find Yeats’s
stanzas to be a dynamic metaphor {or the
tebirth T have experienced since returning
e school. The poem admirably sums up
my transformation from self-centered sub-
stance-abusing cgomaniac {o exceptional

- student.” One might wonder whether

someone who insists on seeing Yeals’s
magnificent wosk as nothing more than a
description of his own recent life has

“really completed the transfonuation away

from self-centeredness, But these com-
ments are speken without a hint of worry
or shame, driven Dby the unspoken as-
sumnption that a poem can only matter 1o

me if it is in some way-about me, Rather -

than letting poems draw us oul of our-
selves, making us larger and broader, we
are encouraged 1o make the poems smaller
50 (hat we can take them inside us and, in
a literal sense, comprehend (hem.

One searches in vain through Ameri-
cans’ Faverite Poems for the person who
would write, I love this poem becanse it
describes a reality 1 knew nothing of.
Those who come closest Lo saying this are
generally young. An 18-year-old student
writes of Inmes Wrighl's “A Blessing” that
“The poem deaps al you, and something
moves inside you—smetamorphosis.” And
a l2-year-old boy, writing of Wilfred
Owen’s "Dulee et Decoram Est”, gives us
the wonderlal if batfling claim thal “This
peem connecled 10 me by means of life
ilgell.” But for every one of these people
you have six or eight who seem interesled
only in poems (hat confirm what they
already knew or believed, “The last three
lines of this poem [Robeil Frost's “The
Road Mot Taken™] illustrale my life as a
mother and a teacher.” “This poem [Rabert
Hass’s “Meditation al Lagunitas”] speaks
not only in my voice, but speaks of me
threugh the eyes of my ex-liancé, thinking
the thoughls I constantly told him he was
liaving.” Bven (he salesman who chooses
John  Ashbery’s  “The - Improvemen(”
claims that the poem contains “my life re-
ereated” and rhetorically asks the poet,
“How did you write it without ever having
et me?” (This of a poem (hat ends, “Then
{he larkspur/ would don its own digpropor-
Gonate weight,/and (rees return Lo the starl-
ing pate/Sce, our lips bend.”)

“Nothing tonceivable is so petly, so
insipid, so crowded with paltry inferests—
in one word, so antb-poctic—as the life of
a man in the United States,” So wrote
Alexis de Tocqueville in a Chapler of
Liemacracy in America enlitled “On Some
Soutces of Poetry Among Pemocralic
Nations.” But the people quoted in Amer-
fcans’ Favorite Poems would, it secms,
disagree: -the lives of Americans, their
own lives; seem to them precisely the

right subject maller for poetry. Would de
Tocqueville be surprised? Unlikely: a few
pages later in s book we come across ¢he
foliowing ocbservalion: “In democralic
comununilics, cach cilizen is hahitvally
enpaged in {he contémplation of a very
puny object: namely, himseif.”

Stit, as irritated with Americans as one
may become while browsing Americans’
Favorite Poems, we showld keep in mind
that whal is operaling here may be not so
much a general social frend as an editorial
strategy. Pinsky and Dietz may. simply
have assumed that the only way to sell
paetry to Americans is o appeal to their
inherent narcissism. This viewpoint is
reflected in Pinsky’s infroduction, where
he writes hal the Favorite Poem Project
“will present semething like a snapshot
of .the United States al the wrn of the
millennium year, through the lens of
poetry.” In order for the poems o he
snapsliots of their readers, they must
reserble their readers: that’s just what a,
snapshol is. And, we should add, just what
a poem isn'L

Nor only does this cditorial siratcgy
condescend to American readess of poelry,
it alse works against Pinsky’s slated aim
of constructing “an anthofogy of literary
interest.” Each individual poem may be of
literary inferest, but the book as a whole
seems soft and shapeloss, a literary grab
bag. An assortment of the same oz similar
poets illuminated by thematic commaenal-
ities might have been quile inleresting;
but the book as it is, guided only by the
purpese of displaying ordinary American
individuals in the act of reading poems
and discovering——-surprise nemsclves,
is somewhat less than Lhe sum of (s parts;
it has all the coherence and inferest of
a colicclion of unsolicited testimonials
for detergents or sleep aids. (“T thought
I'd never get over my divorce, Then a
friend said, ‘Have you ever read Louise
Glitek?™) Indeed the most depressing
aspect of books like Americans' Favoriie
Poemns may be the way they reduce poems
Lo products and pocts, critics, and readers
of poetry into merchants and hucksters,

I'm being unfair, 1 know. The pessimist
has gotten his claws into me; his sniff is
contagions. Althougly it is not a good
haok, Americans’ Favorite Poems way
still do some good. 1(s plan seems lo be to
domesticate poelry, 1o convince people
that they can lel poems into their homoes
the way they lel cals and dogs info (heir
homes, and need not worsy aboul getling
bit, If, in the process, the poems really do
lose their teeth, the book will have done us
a greal disservice. Butl surely there is a
chance that the opposite will happen: that
the poems will manage Lo relain that wild-
ness with which they were first conceived,
and may even infect some of {heir masters
with it. I’s a shame to see good poems
trapped in a eharacterless, homegenized,
market-oriented format. But a format, no
malter how artificial, cannot keep a pocm
from being a poem, Though it is markeled
as a friendly puppy, the book may infact
be a Trojan horse. Let’s hope the warriors
are inside, haddlad i the darkness as we
speak, sharpening their blades.
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