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The Last Confessions of a Member of the Committee For International Poetry

by Bob Rosenthal

This little saga starts much earlje,

butIthink I'lldrop in on iton the Long Island Expressway in a taxi going out to JFK with Wei Wei Ai. It was the day before Election
Day, 1988, I was trying to explain the electoral college and how it works. Wei Wei was incredulous. The Palestinian taxi driver
leaned back to hear my bizarre story. Wei Wei and I were bound for San Francisco on America West airlines (changing Planeg
at Phoenix). Bill Murphy, my travel agent, had promised us free drinks on the plane and he was mostly right. The movie was
Bull Durham . We arrived in San Francisco late and caught the mini-bus to our airport motel. In the room, we watched the electigp
news. Wei Wei seemed to hold me responsible for the lame candidates for the presidency, “Mao wrote beautiful poems!” he yelled
atme as I came out of the shower. After an early breakfast, we went back to the airport to meet the four poets expected to arrive
from the People’s Republic of China..

At 8 a.m. we approached the CACC

desk an'd were informed that the plane would be late. We were not surprised. We settled down to work further on Gong Liy’s
translations. .Then we were paged immediately to meet our party at baggage. The plane had already been in for a while, The
poets recog_mzed WeiWei. Afterall, Wei Wei’s father, Ai Ching , had been Gong Liu’s mentor. Gong Liu, Jiang He, and Li Gang
were standing among a pile of massive bags. Each wore a giant grin of relief and disbelief that indeed they had landed in America
— although it looked like China to me because everybody in baggage was Chinese. But where was Liu Sha He? The stories started
tf{ come out. The Chinese Writers Association had been working against us and had been discouraging the poets from coming.
Lnu_Sha He could not get a passport, even though he was a local president of the Writers Association. Shu Ting had also been
denied a pas_sport, but we had known about that and thought it was just the local rural bureaucrats. It quickly emerged that the
three v.vhp did get out had to use their own personal connections. They were harassed every step of the way, while the Writers
Asgqcmuon kept assuring me of its full cooperation. So the poets were happy just to sit with their bags about them in the airport,
waiting for our next flight which would take us to the first reading, to take place the next day in Los Angeles at UCLA.

Chinese Gossip

very interesting

no harm
anyone
just music in

my ears
After making some phone calls and
checking the bags, we stopped to get some food. Gong Liu, our elder poet, pointed to a brownie and asked if it was chocolate (he
loved chocolate). Li Gang had coffee and more coffee and Jiang He had juice. Everyone was excited — talking and laughing
— except for me. ButI was starting to realize how terrific the tour would be. After two years of preparations, I had felt tremendous
anxiety. Seeing how friendly and happy everyone was, I relaxed. Li Gang, who had served in the military, presented me with
Chinese army rations, a gift I could never have foresecn. Wei Wei said that Li Gang was not sure that there was enough food

in the USA — I was still trusting Wei Wei’s interpreting.
By the time the plane landed in Los

Angeles, Bush had won the election. A UCLA bus took us to the Century Wilshire Hotel in Westwood. The hotel was the only
vestige of Old California architecture left on Wilshire Boulevard. It was a low, white building with an interior courtyard covered
with astroturf. The elevator was rickety and the rooms looked lived in, but solid. Gong Liu was seriously tired after the fight to
leave China and the long plane journey. He didn’t want any dinner — just sleep. The rest of us awaited my nit?ce, Bryna (aUCLA
Junior), to pick us up. The election returns were on the news and Wei Wei continued to scpwl atme. Luckily, Bryna appeaj_'ed
with her little Japanese car. Li Gang, Jiang He, Wei Wei, Bryna and myself were soon walking around W_cstwpod proper lool.ung
for and finding Hamburger Heaven. Aftcr describing the huge menu with a few well chosen words, Wei Wei decided that Jiang
He should order chicken wings. When the food came, Jiang He’s platter was filled with the biggest chicken wings I had ever seen.
Jiang He looked at his plate. We looked at him and then we all burst out laughing. Jiang He lum(_ed red apd berqted Wei Wei for
ordering him so much food. Although Jiang He was obviously not prepared for America’s excessive servings, Li Gang devoured

his Russian Hamburger with aplomb. .
Iretired to Bryna’s apartment to type

up more translations. In the morning, I found Wei Wei sound asleep. He mumbled something about driving and a nudie bar and
went back to sleep. Later, I found out that a fricnd of Wei Wei’s living in Los Angeles came by and picked up the boys, who were
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eager to see Western-style titillation. Apparently, seeing full nudity was not achieved. I asked how much the beers had cost —
$4. Ifigured that full nudity must cost at least $10 a beer. Gong Liu was still exhausted and wanted to spend the day resting. He
hadJiang He's doggy bag of chicken wings to keep him alive. Wei Wei’s friend with the car came back and we drove off to Venice
Beach. While walking down the beach, Li Gang put his arm around me and said, “Bob”. I answered, “Yes?” He pointed to some
girls on the beach and I casually asked what his sexual persuasion was. Wei Wei asked in Chinese and Li Gang answered and
then Wei Wei told me, “He says he likes to make love to animals.” I smiled as Wei Wei repeated this “answer” back in Chinese
and everyone broke up. Li Gang grabbed me and uttered his other English word, “No! No!” We took many photos of each other
and Wei Wei took photos of some girls in swimsuits, explaining that he was freelancing for the New York Times on an “End of
the Summer” feature. The girls posed as Wei Wei and Li Gang snapped away. Li Gang without a word of English got the girls
to continue posing after Wei Wei had quit. The girls came by later and asked when the photos would appear — they were visiting
from New Jersey.

We had the first reading
that evening at UCLA. T had the pleasure to read the translations of Gu Cheng who, with wife, She Ye, and baby, Samuel, had

joined us at the hotel that day. They had come on their own from New Zealand. Gu Cheng always wore a mysterious cloth hat
that resembled a soft top hat but with no top or brim. It pushed his hair up so that it stuck up above the crumpled cloth. It looked
uniquely good on him. Later I found out that the hat was simply the cut-off portion from trousers’ legs which were too long. Gu
Cheng’s poems were excellent but I did not realize how really good they were until I was in the midst of reading them to an
audience. Aboutahundred people had come and many of them were Chinese-American. Michelle Clinton gave a standout reading
of Shu Ting’s poetry and Manazar Gamboa read in a soft strident tone for Liu Sha He. Li Gang read the Chinese original for Liu
Sha He as they were both from Sicuan. Li Gang read these poems in the regional dialect, which amused the other poets no end.
The audience responded warmly to the whole reading. A Chinese-American lady came up to me and told me how much she
enjoyed the poems both in Chinese and in English. It was the first time in doing bilingual readings that a bilingual person had

told me that. She said that the English translations showed her things about the poems she hadn’t realized. 1 felt that we were
indeed off to a good start.

The poets went back to their hotels
andIencouraged them to get some sleep as we had an early flight in the morning. Bryna walked me across campus to her apartment.
She pointed to several dark corners and told me about rapes and muggings. The next morning we were a crew of jabbering Chinese
about to fly to Albuquerque. Wei Wei was only speaking Chinese so I listened and only spoke myself when they seemed to be
referring to me. I had to say something archly funny in order to get Wei Wei to translate it. I’ve never laughed so much about
who knows what. We laughed all the way to Santa Fe which I promised everyone would be the highlight of the trip.

We flew into Albuquerque and I
picked up the van that Linda Klosky had rented for us. It was comfortable and fun to drive. We drove awhile and then stopped
to take a stretch in the desert. Wei Wei was knocked out. He had grown up in the Gobi with his family during the Cultural
Revolution, We truly seemed like happy pilgrims. Lindais a director of the Center for Contemporary Arts in Santa Fe. We found
the Center and saw the great scary sculptures in front left over from Halloween. Linda came out and led us to the town houses
where we would stay. Each house had two complete baths on the second floor and a half-bath on the first. There were two bedrooms
and a pull-outbed on the first floor. We all bundled into two adjacent houses. Linda had arranged a complimentary New Mexican
meal atafine restaurant. It was so hard to explain the different dishes that we rather arbitrarily ordered for people what we thought

they would like. Wei Wei viewed all this decision making as a burden while I was immune to it. We had a terrific meal with our
New Mexican hosts.

Our readings took place over two
nights. Arthur Sze, Chinese-American poet, came by the next day to guide us around. Arthur had translated Gu Cheng and was

happy to finally meet him. We drove out of Santa Fe to explore the cliff dwellings. Gong Liu could not walk the whole path but
waited on the side of the cliff as we wenton. He was practicing his English for the first time in several decades. Naturally, reading
English would not have been cool in China in the sixties. There were wonderful petroglyphs along the cliff and tiny caves carved
into the rock. The view commanded the entire valley. We took more photographs. Wei Wei took off his clothes and we snapped
him. She Ye carried Samuel on her back. He was like a tomato absorbing alt the excited words and wondrous surroundings. We
lunched at Bandelier State Park but were too tired to climb to its ruins. Later drove to Los Alamos. The Bradbury Nuclear Bomb
Museum was closed for Veterans Day. Snap — we were there. Later in the afternoon, Li Gang started to sing Chinese folk songs
in the van. He had abeautiful voice. Everybody laughed and started to sing songs. Soon the songs were being sung in fake Beijing
Opera style, but when Red Guards songs were sung Beijing Opera style, the tears were rolling down Gong Liu’s cheeks. Arthur
translated tidbits for me. I really had never been confined with any group of people as happy to be together as we were. We were
still euphoric as we readied to go to another complimentary meal, this time at a Chinese restaurant. We had a very long table with
both the visiting poets and the American poets who would read the translations. Wei Wei was asked to order for the whole table.
Luckily, the waitress made all the decisions. The readings at the Center were very moving once again. Arthurread for Gu Cheng,
I read for Li Gang, Carol Celusi read for Gong Liu, who presented her with a present. The audierice once again were eager to buy
books which didn’t exist yet. (Please note that Bei Dao’s Poems will come out soon from New Directions.)

Later that night, Li Gang got out his
pens and ink and calligraphy paper. The poets started to dictate poems to Li Gang as he drew them out. Everybody was ribbing
him and teasing him about hiscalligraphy, which was inreality very good. Then other poets drew some poems. We all stood around



the dining room table shouting ideas and laughing. Nobooze atall. Wei Wei asked Li Gang to write asmall poem for me. Roughjy.

SNOW SCAPE

blinding above river

well is a black hole

yellow dog become white
white dog fattens

Zhung Dai (Chiﬂ Dynasty)

Bob laughs

Many collaborations were made as

presents for Linda and the others. I felt delirious. I was reminded of being in Iowa City in a small living room with a typewriter
on a hassock being pushed around the room to create collaborations.
On Saturday, Arthur came back and
drove to El Santuario de Chimayo, which had a famous “healing well,” and a Black Christ. Then we lunched at Matilda’s Cafe
in Espanola. That afternoon, I told Arthur that we wanted to go to a supermarket. Isuggested that we find a modest-sized store.
I was afraid the long aisles of frozen foods would put the poets into shock. I was surprised when they broke into hysterical laughter
at the produce aisle. They had never seen every vegetable and fruit all in one place at the same time. We eventually made our
way around the store. We bought the ingredients to make pork dumplings. The dumplings were made with great precision by Wei
Wei, Gu Cheng, Jiang He, Li Gang, and Gong Liu. In fact, Gong Liu was the master dumpling folder. That night there was a dinner
party in a private home. The dumplings were a big hit. The next day we left for New York City. These last few days had solidified
the tour and made us all fast friends.

The hotel in New York was a rare
find. Wang Ping, who had knocked herself out translating the poems into English, had a cousin who managed a small Chinese
hotel off Fulton Street in lower Manhattan. The rooms were below the standards of most motels, but there was a fantastic kitchen
and eating area, and three meals a day amounted to about three dollars. I felt good that the poets would be in a Chinese-speaking
arrangement and I would not have to be there every second. Bei Dao and his wife, Shao Fe (a painter), were already at the hotel.
Bei Dao and Gu Cheng are two of several prominent young Chinese poets who have inspired the naming of a school. Sometimes
called the Misty School, or the Obscure School, their poetry is simply free to say what they please, be it clear or obscure. They
broke the rigid patterns of Social Realism. Bci Dao had been out of the Peoples Republic teaching in Europe, and most recently
at the International Writers Conference at the University of Iowa. The next three days in New York held in store readings at the
Museum of Modern Art and a panel discussion at the Asia Society.

. ‘ We didn’t really do any sightseeing.
The poets were tired and having a good time at the hotel. The food there was excellent. I was finally getting family-style Chinese
cooking. Once, I thought I was eating squid but it turned out to be intestine rings. I took the poets on a crowded Subway up to
MoMA for the evening reading. We had franks from a strect vendor on 53rd Street. Gu Cheng was read excellently in English
by Simon Pettet. Li Gang was also a hit.

The next afternoon there was a panel
discussion between many Chinese writers alrcady in the United States, other China hands, and the visiting poets. The discussion
was organized by Anthony Kane of the China Council. Like many discussions, it alternated from interesting to lugubrious. After
the discussion proper, the visiting poets and Allen Ginsberg drew up in a close circle and talked candidly about the troubles we

all had in organizing the tour. .
That is, the trouble given to us by the

Chinese Writers Association. The poets had alrcady received their airplane tickets from me when they, the Writers Association,
cabled them to tell them the tour was canceled. The pocts persevered, and with no help at all from the Writers Association had
managed to get their passports. One poet had friends in the Police Dcpartment, etc., ctc. Someone had heard that we had ref. used
to bring over an official interpreter and that the Writers Association soured on us after that. It was true that they had asked if we
could sponsor a ticket for an interpreter but I had politcly responded that we didn’t have enough money for that and we would
provide full interpretation services. In essence, I had probably refused their official watchdog. All in all, it was abundantly clcar
that we had been extremely lucky to get three poctsoutof the P.R.C. It would not have becn surprising, according the pocts’ stories,
if no one had gotten off the plane in San Francisco. Jiang He said that even after he had his ticket, his passport, and his visa, the
CACC airlines official asked him how he could prove that he hadn’t just found the ticket on the street.

The last sct of rcadings at MOMA

were jam-packed. The American pocts were Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder and Michael McClure. Ginsberg read the English for
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Bei Dao. Shu Ting's poems were presented in Chinese by She Ye and in English by Rochelle Kraut. Gong Liu opened his reading
witha talk about how his daughter had only wanted him to bring herareplica of the Statue of Liberty but that everywhere he looked
he could not see the Lady of the Harbor. He was quite tongue-in-cheek and amusing. I read the English for Gong Liu. I had fun
sinceThad worked on many of the translations myself. As Gong Liu concluded, he reached into his bag to present me with a present.
I'saw it coming and reached into my own bag and presented him with a box of chocolate truffles. Later in the reading, Raymond
Foye ran out and bought a gaudy miniature Statue of Liberty which Michael McClure then presented to Gong Liu, much to the
audience’s delight.

The next day, Marc Nasdor and
Wang Ping took Bei Dao, Gu Cheng, She Ye, and Shao Fe to Rochester and Detroit for more readings. Wei Wei and I took Gong
Liu, LiGang,andJiang He to Milwaukee. Woodland Pattem is acharming Milwaukee book store with aroom for poetry readings.
Anne and Carl Kingsberry have been running it for several years. The room was small and soon filled to utter capacity. The
Mayor’s wife presented the poets with a huge seal of the City of Milwaukee done in chocolate. Local Milwaukee poets also read
that evening. Woodland Pattern had one poem by each of the local poets translated into Chinese. The local poets also read for
the Chinese poets, and in turn the Chinese poets read back the poems which had been translated into Chinese. It was amusing to
hear Antler’s deer-shitting poem opening eyes among the Chinese speakers. After the reading, there was a long beer party in the
space.

The following day we went to an
ethnic food fair at the Mecca Center. We laughed to see green trash cans which said MECCA. We all ate different kinds of foods
and shared them. Then we drove out to a farm in the country, invited by the Chinese teacher who lived there. The neighbors, real
farmers, invited the poets to drive a big combine around. Wei Wei couldn’t wait. Then we drove to nearby Meryl’s Diary Farm
and got a full tour of the operation from Meryl herself. We were like children, giggling whenever a cow lifted its tail to shoot out
abig plop. Meryl had been a school teacher and delivered a high-paced informative presentation. Atone point she pointed to Jiang
He and said, “ Please tell him that he just put his hands into cow manure.” Jiang He laughed but had nowhere to wipe his hands.
Thad never really seen a diary farm before and was very impressed. Milwaukee is a great city full of nice book stores. There is
even a good used book store in the airport. The nextday, as we flew back to New York, I could hardly believe that our shoestring
budget had come through with a tour of the USA, from Venice Beach to ancient cliff dwellings in the Southwest, to the Museum

of Modern Art and a diary farm in the Midwest. I felt proud of poets who could do so much with just good will and good poems
and a very few dollars.

On the last full day in New York,
some of us went to MoMA again. This time 1o see the paintings. Gong Liu and Jiang He knew every painting in the permanent
collection. They loved it. That evening we had a pre-Thanksgiving turkey-dinner-with-everything meal at my house. The pocts
took tiny portions at first because they had never had such a dinner. On the second round, the bird was completely devoured. It
was sad to see such a long-worked-for project come to a conclusion, but I was immensely happy also, for a weight which I had
carried for two years was lifting. We still have the poems which someday may be published. And in the spirit of one world, we
now have more friends.

» g
G i RIS T e

Gong Liu with "cvery vegelable and fruit in one place.” Li Gang on Venice Beach purporting to be from The New York Times.

All photos by Wei Wei Ai.
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It's true then,
That you will wait for me
Till I've sowed all the seeds in my morning basket,
Till I've chased home the errant bees of afternoon,
Till the oil lamps or torches of cvening have been lit
In the windows of the junks, the shacks, the factories.
Till T have perused them all, both bright and dim,
and communed with minds both bright and dim;
Till the highway becomes a song,
Till love emerges in the sunshinc,
Till the silver river in the sky
washes us apart,
You will still be waiting patiently,
Trying to tie up your trusty raft.

It's true, then,
That you will never change
When my soft hands are chapped
and my cheeks have faded,
And my reed flute is stained with blood,
And the snow will never melt again?
Even if, whips on my back, I face the abyss,
Even if dark overtakes me before I reach dawn
and the earth and I sink togcther
With no time to send you a message-dove,
Will your patience, your loyalty
Be my only reward
For the sacrifices I have made?

New let them fire on me
While I walk calmly towards you
across open ground;
To you, to you,
As the wind blows through my long hair.
I'am alily in your storm.

-- Shu Ting
(trans. Edward Marin & Dennis Ding)

Night of Creation

Save it all for yourself

Offer these dense, dark clouds to the night

He draws the lightning sword in your hesitant manner
You lct the rainstorm pouring outside the window hover
over all

As if drifting, eyes closed, on a hopeless sea

As if the last fruit shakes in waves of trees

The decision of fate
rests high above dark clouds
Cold glance of a mountain peak

You will experience the path of death
Seeing off dear ones
On their long lonely voyages like grains of sand
lost in the expanse of sky

You are only a tree
aseed

erupted out of a
rolten

fallen

fruit

Clear sky after passing rain

There is no trace of you, drifting
You spit out the pit, that sun
Whether it belongs to you or another
Is no longer important

— Jiang He
(trans. John Chow & Steven Taylor)

The author, Gong Liu, Li Gang, Arthur Sze, She Ye with Samuel,
Gu Chang, and Jiang He at the Sante Fe Cliff Dwellings.
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MARCH

I was born in March,
Thank God.

I thank God,
Apricots blossom in March,

Apricots blossom. March.
Drizzles. South.

Maybe apricots and I are twins?
At least we're folks.

Soft drizzle,

Warm drizzle,

Sweet drizzle,

Like jars of

newly-opened homemade wine.
Petals are clicking red lips,
Rain is drifting wine fragrance.

Soft drizzle,

Warm drizzle,

Sweet drizzle,

You have melted the boundless
blue

crystal sugar.

How nice!

Cloudless!

Sunny!

Pigeons on their first spring trip

soar in pairs.

At this moment, my body

is looking around under eaves,

looking around, and my soul

is leading pigeons into the sky,

soaring,

soaring,

The sinful body is on earth,

The free soul is in heaven,

And the pigeons, a swarm of pigeons,

sing in mixed chorus:
Ah, Mar-ch —
May you live longer and longer!

Heifi, April 7, 1985

Written among the tingling of repairing water pipes.

— Gong Liu
(translated by Wang Ping and Bob Rosenthal)

men On

The women one
walks by on the st.
are the same women
one meets in parties.

In parties they smoke
and
seem
to be applying themselves

On their broad foreheads —
suddenly wide
lines arrive —

and they stab at the air
with fingers

speaking of cats
“The grey one I found by a lake’

but on the street,

their heads bow unsmoking
as they rise by.

Women in parties

always

know about Science.

They have read about
icecaps this very day

but women on the street
only know their way,

the same way
to the
store.

1 don’t hate women

and I don’t want to hear that any
more

from my “friends.”

What I hate is their stare
as they cross

my gaze

as if I were the one who
made the subway so slow,

as if I were the one
who slowed the subway.

— Sparrow



“AN INCLUSION OF VECTORS INEXPLI-
CABLE TO SYNTAX”

(4 Lectures: Poetry for the Next Society, delivered Friday
Evening, May 5th, in conjunction with 1989 Symposium)

Marjorie Perloff

“The secret,” Clark coolidge once said of Frank O’Hara’s
poetry, “is that flamboyance can be so exact. (Discreet?) And
the word “discreet” can be used for something more precise
than prudence if you move one of those e’s to thatend. . . . it’s
odd all [O’Hara] can bring to graceful closure by suddenly
seeming 1o stop before you’re ready for it to. A slam of brakes

with finesse. Shocking ease of stopping the car with the
fingers.™

That transformation of discreet into discrete by the mere
movement of “one of those e’s” to the other side of the “t” is
the stuff Coolidge’s own poetry, like Frank O’Hara’s, is made
of. But what Coolidge calls the “shockin g ease of stopping the
car with the fingers” may well be more difficult today than it
was in the buoyant days when O’Hara could declare, in his
“Poem Read at Joan Mitchell’s”:

Ir's so

original, hydrogenic, anthropomorphic, fiscal, post-anti-
esthetic, bland, unpicturesque and
WilliamCarlosWilliamsian!?

That was 1957; an auspicious moment in our poetry which we
associate with Allen Ginsberg’s Howl and John Ashbery’s
Some Trees as well as with O’Hara’s Meditations in an
Emergency — a moment when, among other things, William
Carlos Williams was finally recognized as the great American
poet he is.

Thirtysomething years later, things are different. In the pages
of The New Criterion, we have Bruce Bawer, one of a coterie
of very vocal young men and women who call themselves “the
new Formalists,” announcing that, as opposed to Eliot, who
“labored over lines that were more dense, allusive, comprehen-
sive, and symbolic than anything in living memory, Williams
churned out poems that were deliberately flat, talky, trivial,
and naturalistic"3 Williams, according to Bawer, “did not join
the exodus to Europe . . . because he didn’t have the nerve to
leave home”; the poetry he wrote “at home,” was, at best, “of
slender merits,” and at worst reflects an “almost aggressive
mindlessness.” He was “either incapable of, or uninterested in,
writing coherent argumentative or expository prose.” As for
his followers — Ginsberg, for example, or Olson and Creeley
— they were, in Bawer’s words, “at once tin-eared, uncercbral,
and egomaniacal” (p.25). Only the rare exceptions like Robert
Lowell and Louis Simpson could profit from Williams’s
example and that’s because they had been trained in “formal
verse” first, and hence were not as easily corrupted as were the
likes of Zukofsky, Oppen, Olson, and Creeley. Indecd, Bawer
concludes, it is time for young poets to turn back to William.s’s
“old antagonist” Eliotand to learn “to work in those amarantine
forms that Williams spent a lifetime trying to bury” (p.26).

-y

When I came across this essay last fall, I could hardly beliey,

that a “serious” journal, whatever its political or aesthey,

orientation, could publish such simple name-calling, Phjj.

istinism, of course, has always been with us, butnot quite jn the

form it exists here. For one thing, Bawer, who holdsa Ph.D i,
English, makes no pretense of doing the most rudimemary
homework: he writes, for example, that “Having entered hig
major phase with Sour Grapes, Williams spent the remaindey
of the Twenties concentrating on prose” (p. 19), and seems 1o
think that “The Great Figure” and “This is Just to Say” were
published in Spring and All (p.20). No editor, it seems, hag
bothered to verify Bawer’s spelling (e.g., bete noir for bése
noire), his dating, his consistent errors. No wonder then, that
when the New Formalists (so called, because they advocate the
use of “meter” as opposed to “free verse,” as if the former were
the only alternative to the latter or as if “free verse” meant one
fixed thing), publish manifestos, as they are currently doing
with some zest, and they come up with programs like Robert
McDowell’s in a recent issue of Crosscurrents. Here is “a
checklist of the ten elements that a new narrative poem needs
in order to be successful”;

(1) A beginning, a middle. and an end.

Justasit s hard to get the whole story, it is hard
to allow a story to tell itself. Poets become enamored of a
segment, an anecdote, and are content with nothing more.
When this occurs, like the detached tail of a lizard, the story
just wriggles and dies.

(2) Observation,

The poet whose senses are attuned to all of the
elements of the story can create the impression of participation,
In a good narrative poem the narrator is a witness,

(3) Compression of time,

Whether a narrative poem is 4,600 or 46 lines
long, the poet must handle the passage of time in far less space
than prose would require. This restriction demands the poet’s
restraint in choice of language. . . .

(4) Containment,

No character and no action may violate the
essence of that character or act. A character must be consistent;
an act must logically follow acts preceding it. Even illogical
acts must be logically constructed.

(5) INlumination of private gestures,

A character’s gestures define that character,
They also bind that character to other characters. . . .

(6) Understatement,

This device sustains and contributes to the
development of drama. Without drama there is no tension;
without tension the story sags.
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