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JOSEPH CERAVOLO: 1934-1988

In his essay, "Was That A Real Poem or Did You Just Make It

Up Yourself, Robert Creeley notes that 
''what we call poems

are an inuinsic fact in the human world whether or no there be

poets at the moment capable of their creation." The poetry of

the late Joseph Ceravolo accomplished Creeley's definition of

poetry as intrinsic human facts in the most graceful and honest

means possible. From the publication of his first chapbook,
Fits of Dawn, in 1965, Ceravolo created one of the most
disdnctive and singular poeüc oeuvres witten in this period. A
poet of endless invention, he was, like Wallace Stevens, also a
poet of a particular thematic. But unlike Stevens's effort to
offer poetry as the "Supreme Fiction" where once the gods
dwelled, Ceravolo offered the spiritual topography of a deeply
feeling and contemplative individual whose practice always
involved the unearthing of the simultaneous sorrow andjoy in
everyday life.

In the world today
there is
no world so attached as I am
to worlds.

(from "Note From St. Francis")

Joseph Ceravolo was bom in Astoria, Queens in 1934. He
attended a local high school and, following a stay in the Army,
eamed a degree in Civil Engineering from CCNY. Although he
had dreamed of writing fiction in high school and had at-
tempted some poems in the Army, creative writing was put on
the back-burner as he pursued City College's demanding
curriculum.

Instead of continuing on with a Master's in Engineering, as is
common practice in that profession, Ceravolo audited classes
at the New School for Social Research. When the advisor
asked, "What do you want to pursue," Ceravolo blurted out, "I
want to write poetry," as if unconscious desire rose to the
surface and let its presence be known. Shortly after this
encounter, Ceravolo enrolled (in 1962) in Kenneth Koch's
now-legendary New School poeuÅy workshop.

In this workshop, Ceravolo met poets Ruth Krauss and Jim
Brodey, and, through Brodey, met Ted Berrigan, fresh from
Tulsa, Oklahoma. Within a year, he had met most of the artists
and writers associated with the New York School. It was
during this period that he spent an autumn in a village outside
Mexico City. The poems written during that fall of 1960 were
finally published in 1979, in the volume Transmigration Solo
(Toothpaste Press). Although these poems are Ceravolo's
earliest mature efforts, many of his later themes and stylistic
tropes are already in place. In "Migratory Moon," the play of
the speaker's striking power of description, and his helpless-
ness against that which he has already conjured, creates a poem
of great mystery and subtlety that seemingly rips past the
poem's 13 lines:

Cold & the cranes.

Cranes in the

like cellophane tape

on a school book.

The wind bangs

the car, but I sing out loud,

help, help

as sky gets white

and whiter and whiter and whiter.
Where are you

in the reincarnate

blossoms of the cold?

Ceravolo's first national recognition came with the I

lived Frank O'Han Award PO&y. Further
occurred with his inclusion in Ron Padget
Shapiro's An Anthology of New York Poets. He
Fellowship in the early '70s and his poem "ne windblowing west" was included in an Oscar Williams 

anthologyofmodem pouy. Despite the critical praise and
Kenneth Rexroth, John Ashbery, and Kenneth 

support 

Roch
of

Ceravolo's publicaüons were far and few between. After his'critically received first volume, it took eleven years until theabove-mentioned Transmigration Solo appeared, along withthe chapbook WRI (Swollen Magpie). In 1982, Kulchurpres
brought out Millenium Dust, his largest published collecdon.

The most disdnctive aspectofCeravolo's writing was thecom.
pressed, almost epigrammatic, quality of his poety. INRI is avolume composed enfrely of such work. Structured in syllabics, and no poem is longer than six lines, it is a book of
fundamental emotions, questions that we ask ourselves con.
standy ð yet never voice for fear of "sentimentality":

THE CAR

All I got left is the car
and a broken heart.
But what more
do I deserve, now?

EXPERIENCE

I've been around
I've been over
everything in 30 odd years

and it still breaks.

RISING SOUND

Startingfrom nothing
Ending it all
The note of the
Cicada in the back yard.



The last poem is the most direct representation of the influence
of Chinese prosody on his work. Ceravolo's poetry reflects the
timelessness and subtlety of the Chinese masters. In the
"Appended Words" section of the I Ching, we find the follow-
ing prosodic advice: "Investigate the quintessence of the
principle of things, so as to put it to use." Ceravolo took
everyday material and transformed the world into a luminous
dome; but, like the Chinese poets, he refused to overwhelm the
reader with an overload of detail. In the spirit of the Buddhist
poets, he creates a landscape of daily sadness ("A black, a
beautiful universe"), but this world is not without redemption.
Similar to the Buddhist teaching that believes that one can
begin to cut loose from this world of samsara (mental and
spiritual pain, but literally translated as "going in circles")
through a radical awareness of the illusionary world, Ceravolo
reenacts a state of bliss and peace with each act of poeuy:

Spiral

Anti-starsfar away
Venus, Jupiter and Moon
around each other, yetfar apart.
My life: yet it all comes back.
Stars and matter and spiral
clear and cold
about to take me on:
warm body and all.

Much of Ceravolo's later work can be seen as an attempt to
reconnect the link between religious impulse and poetry that
was lost with the advent of Post-Modemism. He was some-

thing of a cross between an Italian Catholic mystic and an
American Shintoist ð each sentient object in the world in its

own spirit and all these spirits singing in key in an endlessly

improvised song:

Milky Ways

What holds this together?

What eros ofa living star

slides through these heavens and heavens

making me mostfortunate of all?

Butflattered plagued and lonely,

like wings it folds around me:

like the branches of a willow

in the rain, andfalling to earth.

Ceravolo's poetry was much like the music of jazz pianist

Thelonious Monk, an artist of unseeming great complexity

who only revealed his mastery when necessary. Ceravolo

employed the inference, the resonance and the musical phrase

to convey meaning in the most delicate means possible. A line

such as "I am so alone on / this television screen" recasts the

image of daily exile in concrete and dazzling measures. Often,

Ceravolo's poetry seemed to be in a state of crisis, threatening

to capsize by the purity and nakedness of the speaker's emo-

tions. But the poems rarely collapse because they never quite

resolve in the way we, as readers, expect poems to resolve. In

our "chance-ordained firmament," he maintained authority

over the text with subjectivity's Reign of Terror. The signature

of Ceravolo's text is not summarized by the fetishized subject;

it is found on the surface, upon those delicate "rudiments of

passion" ð words.

In the eight years that I knew Joseph Ceravolo, I never heard

him complain about his lack of recognition or the demands that

his career as a civil engineer made on his time. Although his

work rarely appeared in magazines in later years, he continued

to write work of enormous power. From the unlikely source of

Saul Bellow we get this bit of wisdom: "Poets have to dream,

and dreaming in America is no cinch." Joseph Ceravolo was a

dreamer that remained; a poet whose task was no less than

carrying the imprint of all our dreams "into the land / of pure

migration."

ðJoel Lewis, September 1988

MOTHER LAND

I can always go back

to where my land is,

born in free die in free

I can always go back
to where I was born.

I can always shed tears

upon my soil, dirt

of my planet, water of my

body, rivers and oceans,
I can always shed tears.

I can always leave blood

behind my life

if the gods control the flow
even where clouds

form mysteries of sonic flight
I can always leave me.

I can always go back

I can always shed tears

I can always leave me.

-- Joseph Ceravolo



RIFLE SHOT

What you can't have is what

you can't have

is what you want

when you cannot want

because good times and good love

fly out of you
quicker than an automatic gun

quicker than an automatic

quicker than a gun

quicker than a particle

flies from you when you're dead.

Dream stuff, dream towns, dream schemes

act upon the heart
and wait and dream,
till all's gone, all's dissolved,
by crystal dust in space,
quicker than a spirit
when you're dead
quicker than a spirit leaves
the beauty of your face.

AMOR AND PSYCHE

Given all the love that's left
in all the world bereft of energy
light and tears,
there still remains the fear
of losing, close to lost,
closer to battlefields in frost.

When lying in each other's arms

and legs enraptured in memory,
there still remains the kiss
like the fires of a candle,

or a forest in seclusion,
or migration lost for ages.

Oh yes, Time has returned; now Time reigns

absolute; and with the hideous old man the

whole of his demoniac retinue has returned,

Memories, Regrets, Spasms, Fears, Afflictions,

Nightmares, Rages and Neuroses.

I assure you that now the seconds are stongly

and solemnly accentuated and each one, spout-

ing out of the clock, says: 'I am Life,

insupportable, implacable Life!'

Charles Baudelaire

(from Twenty Prose Poems, City Lights, 1988;

trans. Michael Hamburger)

WINTER

Ask the sun why today
a glow passes over your face
and the ice stretches in the bayover the cool whiteness of your 

race

February winds, late winter 
warmthfar away ancestral eyes blind

by deserts, and tundras growth
that eats up whatever I find.

Ask the sun why the day
flows over every last trace
of struggle in the sacred decay
of love in the human race.

STILL LIFE

O hydrant, how strange it is
to be mortal flesh and blood
and die off, and be born
and be more movable than a tree
be gravity fed like all creatures
and sun fed

when at any moment

a volcano erupts poison gas,
an earth movement swallows itself
while cicadas rub sound off
in the sunny stillness,

and fool the continuity of love.

All poems by Joseph Ceravolo,from Mad Angels (1984-88)
copyright 01988 by the Estate ofJoseph Ceravolo. All rights
reserved. No part of these poems may be reproduced by any
means without written permission from the abovementioned

Estate.

Too Late Blues

The dancers have stopped

and crowd the bandstand

It's that old number

Too Late Blues

It's black and white

The end of the movie

-- Greg Masters



The 1988 Symposium of The Poetry Project took place from April 7th through the 10th, with 32 poets participating in a
variety of readings, panel discussions, and lectures. In this issue we are publishing the contributions to the Symposium of Joel
Oppenheimer and Kofi Natambu.

ABOUT NEW FORMS

by Joel Oppenheimer

we love our word processors. we love the way videos allow for visuals. we love the sounds electronics give voices and ears.

but there were poems before alphabets, before hieroglyphs, before cuneiform, before syntax, even before words.

i don't mean some kind if platonic poemness either. even before words, some ancestor indicated something other than need or
waming in the sounds he or she made to another. it was a real poem.

all the invention, the technology, ever adds is new possibilities for presenting or transcribing what we've already dreamed of,
and, usually, figured out some way to do, even if awkardly and imperfectly, to present or transcribe.

the search is not, is never, newforms. new forms are found when needed, or we invent them while we play because we're
playing, asking, gee, can i make that happen that way? the elizabethans and the modems, each playing with new technologies
and new and pliant language, reeled new forms out poem by poem, because why not?

some find the accepted language binding, or the old forms no longer useful to it, and have to find new language and new
forms to fit their needs.

williams in his various insistences, dickinson's simple hymnal suuctures, whitman, browning, blake, smart, back and back.
we don't know that homer sang it differently than those before him, but if he did we know some of the tavem regulars
bitched about it

what they each invented those who came after could use, for a while anyhow. then, each time, the next wave, those who can't
get out of their inheritance so their voices cry to us strangled in their poems. how much i wished, a teenager reading 'shrop-
shire lad' in bed, that housman had been bom twenty years earlier or later, so he could have really written those poems!

or think of melville and hardy, attention focussed so on prose they could use only the given forms for poems and so the

poems seem somehow either too ponderous or too light, somehow never quite right for their various weights.

the form is merely what the poems look like, what defines the spaces within, what tells us what it's not for, what we have to

go into and move through to find out what's inside.

which sounds like architecture. but before creeley told us that 'form is never more than an extension of content' , louis

sullivan told us that 'fonn follows function'.

i have parroted both since. it took today, with its necessity to speak to the subject (Ed saying 'the hell with it, just tdk about

what you want to'), to bring me back to these two elegant equations and to allow me to understand them.

frank Iloyd wright took sullivan's ductum and added to it the force of the vernacular ð that which we build to fit our needs

out of the materials around us in a way that uses those materials maximally.

vernacular architecture, just like vemacular language, is that which the culture understands and uses. the buildings serve,

each, their various purposes; we are not confused or miserable or bored using them.

the poems which mater, which help us live, are informed ðformed ð the same way.

so the first problem is, what is it we're saying, and why? and then the form ought to announce itself, make itself available.

what is it we've been saying? it's been fashionable to talk ð to talk! in words! with meanings! ð about how there's nothing

to say, and if there is, it's impossible to say it, and if it is said, it's impossible for someone else to understand ð to stand

under, to see the roots of, where it grows from, where it goes to.

but much of what we say is meant to be understood, and much of it is understood, despite all.



there's more than utility to language and life, of course. we take joy in gargoyles and gaudf, watts tower, Victorian fo
herrick's 'tercet of littles upon a pipkin ofjelly...', limericks, language poems, and Cummings' grasshopper

it won't do at all to forget that zukofsky ð that genuinely serious poet ð told us that 'the test of poeuÅy is the range of
pleasure it affords as sight, sound, and intellection. in that pursuit we'll try anything, play any game.

so of course there's play, with its own seriousness, but perhaps not often saying much, when i'm happy or tired or bored
play, using that seriousness to restore self, since those conditions are not conducive to an other seriousness, a seeking, about

poems have always been capable of, and used for, and meant for, both functions: play and saying something. either 
valid. play 

when 
didn't 

derrida 
disappear 

and 
when 
lacan 

horace 

had bright 

or milton 

ideas.

decided poems ought to teach us something, and saying something 
function 

didn,tis
disappear 

what can poems say? they can present, reveal, or transform the universe or self, figure out how to exist in universe or self, 
andprobably do innumerable other things that didn't occur to me that warm afternoon in new hampshire when i wrote this

knowing spring was here and i wanted to play instead of Wing to say something.

but discovery, definition, knowledge, change ought to be enough, if we're careful. it's always easy to build a nice house with
dumb rooms. especially if it looks the way everybody else's does, so everybody loves it or at least knows the right words to
say.

i'm thinking of all the poems which explain universes while ignoring gritty facts, and we say 'what a cute little poem'.
poems which miss the point because the poet is busy with rhetoric, and we say 'boy, this is deep! '. the poems which get lost in
self talking about what self felt while self was observing the universe or life, and then brag about it. we grimace and say, 'how
sensitive!

those three phrases cover the human response to most poems, until, somehow, in some unexpected place, the reader/listener is
knocked on his/her ass because a poem does its job. which is simply to create a new reality, to re-vision us, to make us see
differently, maybe even, god forbid, to make us understand.

we do it with craft, care, just as building a house ð no matter what materials, what kind ð we do it as the house stands. why
believe otherwise about the poem which, so much more buffeted, must always stand up.

so we plod on, trying to find the poems, and to house them, and to make the housing stay solid but quiet, damn it, not get in
the way. to hope, over and over again, for an epiphany ð to see from, upon, over, at, after ð and then LO find the form
inobtrusive and necessary, natural and real, that holds it properly.

70



DISQUISITION(S) ON WHAT WE'RE HERE FOR
"Language and the Uses of Power"

by Kofi Natambu

What is language but the endlessly myriad and imaginative ways we use to speak and thus shape the mercurial
dimensions of the world, a means of thinking/writing (and thereby) defining and giving form and meaning to that world?
Where mind-force and social environment (conditioning, "understandings") are articulated and determined. The use of
language reveals how and why we learn and create "ideas" of WHAT that world is (and is becoming...

Since language is inextricably bound
to the form/content of what we think
and do, is in fact the very ins¿Åument
for thought and action, it cannot possi-
bly be an independent "transcendental"

force that is somehow divorced from or

not connected to the historical accretion

of values, beliefs, 'concept', and [mis]

information that constitutes the living

legacy and active extension of what we call

Society.

IT IS THIS WAY THAT WE MAKE
AND ARE MADE BY OUR "PERCEPTIONS"
OF WORLD. THUS IDEOLOGY NE-
CESSARILY BEC01vES THE PRISM THRU
WHICH WE GLIh.4PSE THE EPISTEMOLO-
GICAL STRUCTURES(S) THAT WE HAVE
"CONSTRUCTED."

what we call culture is that complex

matrix of institutional technological
and philosophical/emotional practices

that become SOCIAL RELATIONS OF POWER

which, in their multiple range of actions

and discourses, are used to su-ucture &
'express' what we refer to as R E A L I T Y

language is the cultural and social tool that we have to build and extend the realities that we 'refer to' as such it is simultane-

ously the methodological framework for organizing and containing discourse AND the raw material of its substance thus any

theoretical or critical investigations into or discussions about what specific uses language has for providing insight significa-

tions and ideas for 'liberating' thought society and culture is automatically fraught with profound political dilemmas (ques-

tions of/about TRUTH and POWER) that simply cannot be ignored

THIS is WHY it IS crucial IN publically ADDRESSING the

impormt THENE of how POETICS can be INSTRUMENTAL in

the TRANSFORMATION of these HISTORICAL

categories that WE, as WRITERS, not LOSE

sight of the "larger" CONTEXTUAL questions,

ISSUES, conflicts, STRUGGLES, and PROBLEMS

(as well as STRATEGIES) that COLLECTIVELY

constitute a very broad NETWORK of "battles

over the terrain of truth and power"

(to loosely paraphrase M. Foucault) in

modem society...


