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The 1988 Symposium

subtitled The PoeuÅy of Everyday Life, took place at St. Mark's Church on April 7th through the 10th, with 32 poets participat.

ing in a variety of readings, panel discussions and lectures. In this issue we are publishing Carl Rakosi's introductory remarks to

the panel discussion in which he participated, and Lorenzo Thomas's lecture. We will be publishing other poets' contributions

to the Symposium in future issues.

NEW FORMS - INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT

By Carl Rakosi

[For the Panel Discussion held on the afternoon of April 9th, entitled "New Forms/New Functions". The panel also included Mei.

Mei Berssenbrugge, Joel Oppenheimer, Paul Violi, and Rebecca Wright, and was moderated by Lorenzo Thomas]

I must confess at the outset that I have never deliberately set out to invent new forms. When I started to write, it was not necessary

because lots of new forms with exciting possibilities for the new subject matter had just been developed by Williams and

Cummings. That work was done. All I had to do was to choose which ones would best suit my material. But of course I made my

own changes. Thus my attention was on other things in the making of a poem which were more difficult and problematical for

me and which I had to work out for myself. Nevertheless as time went on, some new forms did come to me, but always in response

to a particular content and to what I find visually pleasing on the page, a poem that looks airy and graceful. For example, extending

the usual space between words registers them in the mind as individual entities and signals that this is where, and now is when,

the mind should meditate on them and summon their associations. Similarly, extending the space between lines, enough to make

the reader wonder why, and moving them to the right or left, while giving an immediate visual relief and interest, produce a
subliminal effect not unlike the silences in a piece of music when the spirit has time to resonate to the emotion being expressed.
This resonance is anticipated in the score and is as much a partofthe music as the notes. To some extent, in fact, it is the resonance-

filled silences which give the music its depth and fullness. What I'm suggesting, in other words, is that space need not be a null

between words and lines, that its nature is expressive, and that it can be a part of a poem 's score.

An airy, graceful shape on the page is not suitable, ofcourse, to every kind of poem. It would have tumed my long, narrativepoem,
"The OldPoet's Tale," into an ugly sprawl. What that poem needed was something that would express both control and movement.

I struck it right when I hit on the unrhymed tercet, which expresses movement along a straight line, which is what a narrative isÅ

On the other hand, I wrote "Modules" in a long and very thin, scraggly form, not more than one or two words to a line, because

the poem is about a phonograph cartridge, which is oblong and narrow, and the ideas and images in the poem were tightly
compressed and tangled, the way a cartridge is. Too simplistic, no doubt, but I thought that getting form and content to speak with

one voice was more useful to this particular poem than an attractive appearance. Now a few general observations.

1. Form seems to matter somewhat in proportion to a poem's size. The very short poem is pretty much the same whatever form

is used. Innovation does little for it. The longer a poem, the more it seems to need form, not only to keep it from disintegrating

but also to say its subliminal bit about the poem's over-all design and import. Innovations in form, therefore, may be an organic
necessity for it.

The issue is also related to the kind of poem one is writing. If one is being satirical, ironic, humorous, the whole point is vested

in the content. Inventions in form, in this case, are rather pointless.

2. A poem that looks like a square or a rectangle on the page looks constipated and puritanical.

3. New forms are, in a sense, the product of an attitude. The person to whom writing is an intellectual game or a form of play will

be constantly motivated to invent new forms. Inventing them is part of the fun, part of the challenge and interest in the gameÅ TO

the person to whom poetry is not a game, a preoccupation with inventions will be distasteful. Demeaning, in fact, because it puts

devices ahead of the real life in a poem, and, at best, reduces it to the dimensions of the device, and at worst, corrupts it Cummings

is a case in point. After one became used to his new devices, and learned to live with them, they lost their newness and one saw

that they were intended to shock his readers and make them admire him for the bold fellow that he was. So far as the poetry was

concerned, it served no purpose other than to draw attention to the poems as inventions; in other words, to serve themselvesÅ

4. There's no denying that to the writer, inventing new forms is an important and exciting business, and often necessary in order

to express his originality, but we must not delude ourselves that that is what is important to the reader. The reader who is not 
the

a

literary historian is into a different experience when he reads a poem. To him the only thing that matters is the final product' 
to stand

poem's inherent interest and durability. The values to the poet of inventing can not be passed on to the poem. That has 

on its own merits.



Addition To Introductory Statement

5. Notwithstanding anything anyone says about new forms, so long as people differ and writers have imagination and a need to
be original and distinctive, or to be simply themselves, and so long as the world keeps changing and the writer's experiences in
it along with it, there will be, there have to be, new forms. But a new form can be very good for a poem, or middling, or a distraction

and a bore. Obvious but necessary to say because experimentation has built up so much honor over the years that it tends to be
honored whether it is good or bad.

(Carl Rakosi, along with William Carlos Williams, Louis Zukofsky, George Oppen. and Lorine Niedecker, founded the Objectivist movement.

His books include Ex Cranium, Night, Amulet, Droles de Journal, and History. His The Collected Poetry was published in 1986, and a second

volume, The Collected Prose, was published in 1987 by the National Poetry Foundation)

( 'New Forms/New Functions tŀƴŜƭωΥ from leftto right, Rebecca Wright, Paul VIOII. Carl Qakosi. Lorenzo Thomas, Mel-Mei Berssenbrugge
and Joel Oppenheimer.) Photo: Vivian Selbo.

1 CUDDA HAD A V-8: POETRY AND THE VERNACULAR

by Lorenzo Thomas

[Lecture delivered on the evening of April 7th. Other lecturers that evening were Bernadette Mayer, Alice Notley, Ron

Padgett, and Ron Silliman.]

Let me begin with an optimistic observation. All discourse is intentional and premeditated. We cannot "stop to think" ð we're

always thinking ð even if circumstances sometimes impinge upon our judgement and our utterances, therefore, betray poor

thinking.

"Talk fast" and 'Think before you speak" are parallel guidelines that usually result in flashy blunders of candor or solicited lies.

Perhaps we are considering events transacted in nanoseconds, but I insist that almost all human activity is premeditated.

Poetry, as we all know, is an often effective remedy for the sometimes life-threatening, ailment of spontaneous speech. Poetry

is formulaic language, a cure for blurting. Whenever poetic speech pretends to be vernacular language it does so with the power

of all deliberate artifice and a disclaimer should flash across the screen of your brain and be imprinted in the wax of your ears.

Just to digress, I must mention my favorite disclaimer from a sleazy TV station in Houston. The chiron print on screen and the

voice-over tells us, in properly solemn tones, 'The following program may be unsuitable for many viewers; discretion is advised."

Talk about industrial-strength premeditation! You knows, I gots to watch that movie!

But, as Max Shulman once said, I digress. Actually, Max Shulman said that thousands of times. But, I digress; I'm really supposed



to talk about our topic: "The Poetry Of Everyday Life."

The relationship between poetic diction and the vernacular utterances of everyday life is adversarial and parasitic in

directions. Poets become poets because we, this happy breed, have ð through dint of genius figured out an alternative to 

the"Shucks, I cudda had a V-8" syndrome.

We live in an age of growing illiteracy in a nation determined to destroy regional dialects and accents and impose a bland least

common-denominator "standard," "broadcast," or "edited" American-English on its inhabitants. Curiously, "English as an official

language" is the project of a political regime that prates about a philosophy of government decentralization and non-intrusion into

citizens' lives. In any case, I am here to say that poetry is not and cannot be vernacular expression.

No matter what it may pretend to be ð andpretend is the signal word ðpoetry is, by definition, heightened speech. It is the 
stuff

of dreams and nightmares, not dimly unpremeditated slips-of- tongue around the water-cooler. When poetry to depict
'
'everyday life" it is either ventriloquy (and often ironic) or documentary (and usually polemical and satiric). Quite often, poets

who attempt to "capture the language of the people" think of the people as "fair game." Of course, such poets ð basking in their

own sense of personal superiority ð have nothing but good intentions. William Blake, I think, told us where that road leads.

Once you have learned it, condescension is a hard habit to break. Poets can deal with "everyday life" by spilling their guts. But

who, in his or her right mind, would do that? What's left is the poet as commentator and here is the real problem. The depiction
of "everyday life," whether innocently accurate or polemically ð if not mendaciously ð manipulative, can only be the most

formal and artificial enterprise on this planet. In fact, however, our own "dailiness" is a very studied practice of premeditated

artifice.

Erving Goffman's notion, in Presentation Of SelfIn Everyday Life (1959) that life for each of us is really nothing more than a

skillful verbal performance, is buttressed by Juergen Ruesch and the poet Weldon Kees in their extraordinary book Non-Verbal

Communication ( 1956) where it becomes apparent that we consistently order our physical environments in ways that create "stage

sets" for our verbal performances.

Poetry that attempts to depict "everyday life" is really a critical examination of (1) the relationship of candor and premeditated

performance, (2) traditions of discourse, and (3) where you live. Williams' Paterson and Pound's Cantos approach dailiness in

a polar relationship. One man's ephemera is another man's civilization. Yet both Pound and Williams, to many of us, are old fogies

rummaging in attics: and "everyday life" to some folks is the possible visit to Attica.

Once again, Amiri Baraka pointed out long ago that "the view from the bottom of the hill" is not the same as the view from the

top, but that those at the bottom had been sold on the concept that "God don't ever change." Right or wrong, that really doesn't

matter. What does matter is understanding that, in this country, "everyday life" depends on who you are and where you really live.

"English as our official language" aside, dailiness is various and if poetry can do anything about it, it is to document and celebrate

the variety of the American quotidian. Gwendolyn Brooks' "The Bean Eaters" and Wallace Stevens' "Sunday Morning" will

illustrate my point. From "Sunday Morning":
Complacencies of the peignoir, and late
Coffee and oranges in a sunny chair,
And the greenfreedom of a cockatoo
Upon a rug mingle to dissipate
The holy hush of ancient sacrifice.
She dreams a little, and she feels the dark
Encroachment of that old catastrophe,
As a calm darkens among water-lights....

And, Gwendolyn Brooks' "The Bean Eaters":
They eat beans mostly, this old yellow pair
Dinner is a casual affair.
Plain chipware on a plain and creaking wood,
Tin flatware.

Two who are Mostly Good.
Two who have lived their day,
But keep on putting on their clothes
And putting things away.

And remembering...

Remembering, with twinklings and twinges,



As they lean over the beans in their rented back room that isfull
of beads and receipts and dolls and cloths, tobacco crumbs, vase

andfringes.

Clearly, these are carefully premeditated utterances intended to produce very specific responses. When the Panamanian poet
Roberto McKay tells us that "the poet's business is telling the truth," he also alerts us to the fact that the poet has also carefully
decided what "the is and has consuÅucted a discourse that will, the poet hopes, effectively convince readers to believe what
we are told. Elliot Abrams is not as good at this stuff as McKay is, but you understand what I'm talking about. Premeditation.

The problem facing any poet who pretends to be expressive in vernacular language about quotidian concerns is the possibility that
readers will be offended by artifice. The fact is that almost all "poetry of everyday life" is written, quite properly, in highly stylized
poetic language. If vernacular speech has any poetic eloquence, that eloquence is almost accidental. I was talking to a wonderful
folklorist and writer, Bill Brett, from Hull, Texas, and he was telling me about the phrases used in the Oil Patch by the roughnecks,
the drillers, and he mentioned a phrase that they call "suitcase sand" which is what they describe a dry hole as. They'd say "What
was that on your rig." And they'd answer, "Well, we hit suitcase sand yesterday." And I said "Oh Bill that's so poetic and
metaphoric." And he said, "Well that's just illiterate people trying to explain things the best way they could."

The is, we only appreciate the portraits of our daily lives when they are ð through the poet's or painter's training in artifice
ð better than our own carefully premeditated, but often flawed presentations (or, sadly, "renderings") of self. We love it when
we listen to ourselves talking about ourselves and don't have to cringe because someone (consider Donohue, or Ellease
Southerland, Eudora Welty, John Ashbery, or Oprah Winfrey ð with the skill of their ventriloquy) has made us know that there
are other options in understanding our lives than the phrase of another gifted poet who gave us, "Damn, I cudda had a V-8!"

''The thing about novels," Alice Nodey wrote in Margaret & Dusty (1985), "aren't the characters / better than / ourselves?" Of

course they are; but that is what I mean. Vern, y'know what I mean?
Copyright 1988 Lorenzo Thomas.

(Lorenzo Thomas's publications include The Bathers, and Chances Are Few. He has been anthologized inNew Black Voices, Another World,

and Poetry of BlackAmerica. He co-edited Roots Magazine, and has been a contributing editor to HooDoo, Blackbox, and Nimrod magazines.

He is presently Professor of English at the University of Houston.)

(From left to right: Charles North, Charles Bernstein, Mel-Mei Berssenbrugge. Paul Vloli, Rebecca Wright, Tony Towie, Carl Rakosi.
Joel Oppenheimer, Bernadette Mayer, Ed Friedman, Lorenzo Thomas, Gary Lenhart, and Michael Scholnick.) Photo: Vivian
Selbo.



Because of all the obvious humor in his work, I feel the bl

REVIEWS

SPLURGE 11: Likewise, by Paul Violi; Hanging Loose

Press, 1988; 86pp. $7 paper.

I can't think of anyone who is writing better poems right now

than Paul Violi. Many of the inspired modes, and moods, that

appeared in his last book, Splurge, make new appearances in

Likewise: the satirical and purely comic (including the comic

"found"), the outrageous word-play, the narratives and dra-

matic monologues, the bleak states of mind, the pure lyrics. He

doesn't hold back. In addition the new book has a group of

terrific adaptations from the Italian, plus two long poems either

of which could justify a whole book by itself.

A part of Violi' s "splurging" is to be generous with words; he's

an includer rather than a whittler. somehow unwarranted

and excessive ð gratuitous puns, satirical cracks, unexpected

surreal bits ð spill out of his lines as if he can't help himself.

But he can. If you read the poemsfast, as if they were meant to

side, apparent in the adaptations (from Cecco Angiolei,
Michelangelo, Leopardi, Fra Mauro) as well as in poems

own voice, deserves attention. There are a surprising

of references, often ironic, to emptiness, confusion,

pointment, futility. In the middle of"ln Praise

speaker, atop a "flunkgirder" on an unfinished building

ruin has this ironic little talk with himself:

Want a cigarette? Nope.

Got a match? Nope.

See any alternative to solipsism? Nope.

Hedonism? Nope. Sloppy stoicism? Nope.

Did you know that Maryland

has no natural but only man-made lakes? Nope.

Just when it seems there is no way out of his idle, disaffæ

state, the "creatures of idleness," some of whom are 'big and

clumsy and sly / and like to lick my watch," appear, and soon

afterwards the last flake of snow

be read that way, you can miss any number of carefully at-

tended to phrases, images and figures, many of them brilliant,

and in addition a good deal of substance. Violi is one of the few

genuinely funny poets around, not merely witty, funny. But

he's also a surprisingly careful writer.

Ifit weren't such a li terary idea, one might consider calling him

a Metaphysical. If anything sets his poems apart, it is the

yoking together of the totally dissimilar: "Slow Lightning,"

"squat elegance," "champagne in a dirty glass," "a pile ofjunk

and generosity," "absurdity and squalor," "flowering contra-

diction." In all sorts of ways ð oxymoron and zeugma, comic

poems counterpointing more "serious" ones, marvelously

inventive two-term namesð contradictions thatflower seem

to be at the heart of his poetic impulse. In "Little Testament,"

the book's wonderful big closing poem, he says what insti-

gated the poem was seeing "a lump of gold in the road," which

turned out to be "bees / who like ferocious translators / had

taken on the shape / of what they were devouring: a dead frog."

What an amazing, complex image. The most striking poetic

mood in the book ð in all his books ð somewhere between

disaffection and limbo, almost always contains the seeds of its

own banishment, which is one reason even the "dark" poems

never seem cynical or truly depressed. Another reason is the

verve with which he writes. Moreover, unlike most funny

poets, Violi writes beautiful lyrics too, on the facing page and

also on the same one. He also undercuts his own occasionally

elevated tone with phrases and quick turns of feeling that are

so low-down as to seem perverse. I could go on. Among many

subsets of this double-sidedness is a brilliant way he has of

bringing abstractions to life and definition, often in that most

literary of figures, personification: "the little wings of an

immensity" (well, let's call that one "avification"), "all futility

and quacking isolation" (hmm...)

Or, as Clarity said to me,

"Let's shoot the breeze."
(from "Parkway")

grows larger
as it descends, and presents

when it lands in a burst of brilliance

thefloorplanfor a new building

where every wet, beaded window

is a picture ofpleasure and expectation.

The drops ripen, moments in the light,

questions that, answered by a feeling,

slide away as clear as my being,

a drop at a time down the glass.

When the wind blows this hard

it's about to say something at last.
The earth down to its bare magic,

wind and glass, water and light.

Although he is drawn to Michelangelo's self-disgust (and his

adaptation is an amazingly lively litany of complaints) and

Cecco's sardonic invective:

If I were fire, I' d burn the world away;

If I were wind, I'd blow it down;
If I were water, I' d let it drown;
If I were God, I'd deep-six it today.

(from "Sonneto

the Leopardi "L'lnfinito" is closer to Violi's "peculiar sense

nothing," his attempts to carve some meaningful shape

gratifications out of the randomness and almost existential

idleness he finds himself held by. Somehow beauty, and more

specifically poetry, have a redeeming part to play. Nor is hiS

vision of confusion anything but clear-sighted, as in the perfect

couplet that closes the book:

It is my own gift of darkness,
less than I mean, all I can say.

the
The lovely little "Triolet" which forms a kind of coda to

Idleness poem (and which proves that this form is not in fact

impossible) seems an emblem for the plight and the hope,



I haven't done much, I realize, to suggest the imagination at
work in Violi's poems ð I wonder if that amounts to a slip.
Imagination, whatever it means in these rather dry post-mod-
em ergo propter lingua days, isn't much looked to for any light
it can shed on the value of particular poems, or for that matter
on poeu-y in general. Indeed, it often looks as though we have
been 'Treed" to get on with our taskðwhich seems, curiously,
to be anything but poets. Let me therefore call attention to the
abundant imagination thatpervades Likewise. "King Nasty" is
a brilliant piece of dramatic monologue that goes on for 13
pages satirizing Hollywood, and the Reign of Terror of the
French Revolution. (Can the Reign of Terror be satirized? If it

leaps "Out of the POI Pot and into the frying pan" and includes

heads that roll but also bounce and speak, probably.) The
reader is left ndt quite knowing how to respond, although
fascinated horror, or perhaps horrible fascination, seems in
order. Equally imaginative in a different vein is "Little Testa-

ment," roughly after Villon, which collates a big range of real

and imaginary experience, bestowing "gifts" on the deserving

and undeserving, including the poet, the "occasional nihilist."

Among the shorter poems, some that stand out are the lovely

noctume "Slow Lightning," the absolutely hilarious "Fable:

Kid Blanco" and "Drastic Measures" (both containing some

real-life domestic drama beneath the surface), and the perfect

opening poem, "Abundance," which takes off from Williams'

rollicking "The Dance," but the way a plane takes off from a

runway: the rest ofthe trip is Violi. Apparently out to depict the

vibrant life of Canal Street (as Williams celebrates Breughel ' s

depiction of a peasant fairð this is getting Platonic), the poem

begins, outrageously,

In Breughel's great picture Canal Street,

restaurant customers order roast swan

instead of chicken, hurled salad

instead of tossed salad...

goes on to satirize a street peddlar and his audience, shifts in

mid-flight to "silver towns and sea and fields" and farmers who

throw "animals, large animals, / into the air to be carried away

/ on the winds of exuberance" and eventually, but only even-

tually, returns to Canal Street. Often the effect of Violi's

exuberant imagination is to set poems to bursting, not simply

as here via random or surreal connections, but often via stretch-

ing or undercutting of the familiar ways, including formal

ones, poetry handles things. A portion at least of the invention

and the pleasure occurs in the space between the unstated

habits and conventions, and the rule-smashing.

One potential issue I see in these poems is the rearing up of

violence, even cruelty, as comic material, background, or even

focus. It's at its most obvious in "King Nasty," which has the

framework of satire for justification, but makes an appearance

in a number of places, even a gratuitous cameo one (which I

guess is thejoke) in the title of an otherwise very pretty lyrical

poem, "When To Slap A Woman," In similar fashion a few

horrifying historical anecdotes crop up out of Violi 's reading,

one startling one involving images of faces left in ice following

the Siege of Leningrad, another involving the German pirate

Stoertebaker who managed to run past 14 of his crew after he

was beheaded. Well, we do live in the Age of Blue Velvet.

Myself, I think much of this material ð let me not fail to

mention an ironic "Totem Pole" consisting mostly ofbeheaded

figures from history ð the edge to the work, belongs with the

"occasional nihilist" side of Violi's poetic impulse. He's not

just kidding around, and he doesn' t hold back. What he does do

is turn whatever provides the impulse into poems which give

evidence of his curiosity and learning, feelings, wit, and

struggle to come to terms with private demons. He is, when the

occasion arises, as tough on himself as on anyone, and he

displays a sharp eye for beauty in and out of language, in

whatever terms and on whatever terms it presents itself.

Although a few of the poems in Likewise, good by most stan-

dards, aren't quite up to the book's high standard, in just about

all of them Violi manages to bring off something extraordi-

nary. Take "Private Jokes," a poem in a minor mood, which

closes with a stunning image of Tragedy and Comedy as Sia-

mese twins

starting the day

in the usual way,

washing each other's hands,

combing each other's hair.

Or take "Midnight Shift," which begins in a familiar mood, a

limbo with no possibilities:

ðBut then tofeel your hand instead, palm up

on the bed like a little boat in the dark,

with everything calm for an instant

before out of nowhere all of you lands

on me with a great laugh, a splash of hair.

That's singing at heaven's gate. Not the movie.

ðCharles North

THE WRITING LIFE

I doze off at my writing table. A pale green fungus blooms

on the doodled page. Slowly, it spreads. It mounts my hand,

climbs along my cradling arm, and gradually begins to

cover my snoozing head. ILS color deepens. It grows thicker

and denser. Eventually, a rich, moss-like growth carpets my

entire head and shoulders, the length of one arm, and most

of the surface of the table, including the unabridged diction-

ary. My snores from within this topiary rug are muffled,

barely perceptible to the ear.

At the doorway behind me, my girlfriend glances in on her

way to the kitchen. She smiles at what she sees. "Oh good,"

she thinks. "He's working." And she treads along more

quietly.

ðBarry Yourgrau


