









































































































































































































































that in this time and in this humid state
there was a middle class for Cajun’s, too;
we lived in parishes with bayou names
in subdivisions cleared of sugar cane.
For us, with every guarantee...

A fee?
The breakfast then. He mentioned membership.
And then he asked to use the savings book. ..
And then he used his favorite word of all—
Don’t ask me yet. That too will come up soon.
And then he asked if I had read the note,
the mortgage note wed signed a year ago.
“You see,” he asked, “the date? How old I'll be?
I said that I'd belong in less than five.”
I asked him if this had to do with age
his wanting to use my daughter’s savings book.
If so, I said, I could understand.
He said that’s what a woman understands.
And then he brought it back to promises.
Another promise had been made. To him.
Same time that he'd agreed to save for all:
Hed asked for hiking trips, just one a year
across the battlefields. ..

What battlefields?
Like Gettysburg and Shiloh. The Civil War.
For some the Only War. Antietam. Sharpsburg.

Same battlefield, those two. Antietam, Sharpsburg. ..
You know your history, I see. But she

the she beside you now, why presume

she doesn’t know her history?

Does she?
Most certainly.

Go on. Tell me.
She knows—

or knew, from future us-es point of view—
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some battles had, depending on the side,
a different name. She knows her point of view.

May I know more? May I know, too? o
Of me?

Or she.
It’s I am she. That name’s the
same.

This first. Those hiking trips you promised him. ..
You didn’t go?
We couldn’t make those trips.
We chose to spend for Cokes, for beachballs popped
before the end of Highway 1 was reached.

The children? Gulf and beach?
We chose for them.
He said, “I don’t remember talking choice.”
I said, “You're talking now.”
“I'm not,” he said.
Then he used his daddy’s words again.
“As Daddy said, ‘Now that’s as true as rain.””
Then I did something next I'd never done
not once in all my years before with him.
I turned my head away. I moved my eyes,
the way my Granny showed me how to do
whenever marriage seemed to be at stake.
As quiet as breath, below my breath, I said
“As true as any mud that’s made by rain.”
But I'd already slipped. I got there last.

That place you said you had to get to first?
That’s when it came, like Alabama dead.
After breakfast quiet came. To us.

2

About that quiet, what is there to tell
you future us-es who aren't here today?
And of this woman, me, what’s there to tell?
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Her name? There’s no way that shed give you that.
If you were sitting here, this bench, today,

she'd tell you, “Watch my eyes. You see that green?
The color of the Gulf on weekend trips

down Highway 1 with children in the car,

the Gulf that’s not as dark or deeply clear

as water at horizon under rigs,

but Gulf that’s cleanly deeper than at shore?

The Gulf not flecked not far, that in between?”

Try seeing this: I've just made seventeen.

A house in town. No subdivisions then.
Outside a young man waits in backyard trees—
a planted grove: sassafras and fig—

the trees my mother’s named the Pasha’s Glen
because my Daddy keeps some rockers there
for visiting royalty: two grown sons,

an aging father, a brother, businessmen.

In my bedroom upstairs, school is in.

From the windowseat, my Granny’s loosed
her abecedary of ladyhood.

She reviews how I should hold my fan

how I should always blush and then excuse
myself each time my slip, that band of white,
hangs out an inch or less below the hem.

She stops. She fidgets with a curtain hem.

She says, “Your mother, Dear, and I... We've watched.
We've listened as you sit with your young men.

You're doing the same thing that we did with them.
When they bring out what they believe to you

you comment. Worse, you bring out yours to them.
This goes and goes until the quiet comes.

And if it does, your words keep running past

almost faster than the breaths you take.

You haven’t seen how hard it gets for them?”

I say, “The devil can have its and thems.
And hows and ifs. T'll have my whiles.”

- She smiles.
“Your mother, Dear, and I... We said that, too.
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But then we learned the Grand Hypocrisy.

We don’t think that you'll get this on your own:
When you sense the quiet-point’s approach

you must get there first, before your men.
Unattach your tongue from your beliefs.

Before their quiet comes, just tuck your tongue.
I know it will be difficult for you.

More than the much it was for your mother and me...
A marriage goes by our ifs and hows.

If marriage stays, it stays because of us.

If marriage leaves, it leaves because of us.
Without husbands, women have no life.

For now, that is. This time and in this state.
Most of what we call our name, we lose

and most is father-given anyway.

That’s why we bargain for religion’s name—
and make well-sure your father bargains that—
to keep a name more than to keep a God.

And may the Lord forgive my saying that.
Perhaps your daughters, past mid-century

can redefine the state of things for us.

But you can keep those words you most believe
and in your silence find your greatest strength.
You want marriage, t00.”

I say, “I do.
As you just said. This time and in this state.
Of course I do.”

She says, “Then know this, too...
Your books. Still keep them belted beneath the bed?
Your pencils. They're still bagged beneath the chair?
Is that your tablet, the floor beside your bed?”

“Last night,” I say, “writing in my bed...
It fell. .. I wrote his name and fell asleep.
My finest hand, you see?”

She says, “For me,
look up four words. First these: Hypocrisy,
and acquiesce, succumb. Then cross them through.
Then find this word I'll write—my finest hand—
Here... Write this word a hundred times: concur.
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But let your silence do this. Understand?

Don'’t you concur. That’s your greatest strength.
Before I leave you to your books today

I’ll have some other words to say.

Write them down, too. And when you leave this room
be sure to keep them with you or you'll sleep

beside your tablet last night of your life.”

“In other words,” I say. “No tuck. No wife?
And what words have the men been studying?
And what have they when this is what I have?”

“Say instead, my dear, what I give.”

“If I decide that’s not a way to live?
And if I cannot learn to tuck my tongue?
Should I run choking back to mother? You?”

“There is a thing,” she says, “ that you can do.

Watch my eyes. A quarter arc, no more.

Turn your head. Move your eyes. Like this.

If you must speak, keep far behind your breath.

One more thing... In your mother’s room...

Before you come downstairs... Her gloves, the white...
the hat she wears to town on Saturdays...”

In that hat for town and Saturday,

tablet open on mother’s popcorn spread

I wrote a hundred times the word concur

in strokes, the slowest of my finest hand.

And then before I rose I wrote these words

Granny’s last, as she stood at my door:

“Of men and marriage, you must love marriage more.”

In the parlor, facing that young man—
whose name, dreamily written, my finest hand—
I have forgotten now, I fanned.

I fanned
but finding points that Granny talked about,
those quiet points, was harder than I thought.
I tucked and choked, conciirring silently
with almost all beliefs that he brought out.
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It took me five more years to get it right
to understand there comes that point with men
where they have let me talk what I believe
and then their talking ends. Some sat. Some left,
but after quiet.
Slower there than breath,
I've come to know, the marriage lies.

My eyes?
[ have this way I move my eyes. You see?
Before my Granny left, we practiced this.
She sat on the edge of my bed.

I remember she said—
she held my shoulders, looked in my eyes and said—
“Dear Girl, it shows. You excuse yourself, like us.

You blush and bow each time that band of white
hangs lower than your hem. But in your eyes...
like fireworms in green... You'll slip. And soon.”

Perhaps I slipped last night. But was it soon?
I've walked, parallel and in between,

the windrow loam of marriage thirty years.
Today those thirty years, I guess, seem soon.
But anyway, I move my eyes like this...

And I remember I showed my daughter this
nights she cried, when stories wouldn’t do...
But I never got to have that talk before...

I have this way I move my eyes. You see?

You future us-es... Were you here, you'd see.

Up like this, then down around like this.

A quarter arc. No more. Up like this...

My finest strokes... To get there first... You see?

But after eyes, what is there to tell, to see

of thirty years, Pasha’s Glen to here?

That I married twice, both times a sugar day?
That I lived in mind with what my Granny said?
That [ learned in mind to love a marriage more
care for it more than two who married me?

That I learned the art of the Grand Hypocrisy?

That I learned how silence could concur, not 1.
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That I learned to turn, concur apparently,
to turn my head away that moment men
turn my belief to quiet anger, pain?

That rain is true? That mud is made by rain?
That now a little past mid-century

a woman sits on a courtsquare bench alone?
Shielding shades of her name, a woman sits...
in her pocket, a savings book, its total less

by two shoes and one membership card

the pitiful total she should have passed along
to her daughter...

And what names are her daughter’s?
And where and in what state is she today?
The daughter never taught to turn away
who has two sons and lives with sons alone.
Whod say, if she were here, “I'll do alone.”
Whod say, “With hims and ifs and hows, to hell.”

If eyes say most, how much is left to tell?
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Lara Stapleton
DELICIOUS

No one ever told Rebecca to be quiet in church. She fidgets when she’s
bored. She blows her bangs up off her face and scowls. She slaps her thighs and
crosses her arms. She’s a grown woman. In restaurants, she balances ashtrays
on her head. Not to show off, but in the midst of conversation, the immediate
answer to what to do with her hands, the time. She talks very, very loudly.
Sometimes she yells for no apparent reason, or she notices that the bottom ridge
of the wine carafe is slightly wider than the top of her glass, like they were
meant to fit together, like South America might float into the nest of Africa.
She places the carafe on top of the glass, clink, clink, clink. If you are a polite
person, a person who says please and thank you and sorry to trouble you— you
cringe. If you are a polite person who does not know her, you would probably
very much dislike her. If you are a friend who loves her, you walk behind
crouching with your arms spread, catching things, bridging the distance,
between she who you love and the rest of the world. Shhhhing and explaining
in glances to the waiter that you are not a party to this obliviousness.

Rebecca has a strong jaw, wild brown hair, and a long long neck. If you
were falling out of love with her, the long neck would be the first thing to
become absurd, but before that, it remains her most compelling feature.

Rebecca looks great with her hair tied back, bent and looking at her
upcurled toes. The neck long enough to arch. When she stands, she lifts up up
up on her body, a dancer about to turn. Her point of balance differs from the
rest of ours.

She wears fake fur and has blunt, manly fingers.

Now, Rhonda, she’s the croucher. She adores Rebecca and tries to calm her
in unnoticed ways. When Rebecca starts yelling, Rhonda lowers her own voice
and leans in so that her friend might instinctively follow. Sometimes this
works. Rhonda is always laying her fingers on Rebecca’s forearm like the calm-
ing wife— in the theater when the lights go down and Rebecca is still talking,
in moments of confrontation Rhonda would rather were abandoned, when it’s
long past time to leave.

Rhonda, she is quite the opposite. She would never try to get free drinks
from the bartender or ask a cab driver to stop in two places. After six years with
the same hair stylist, Rhonda went in on a day that he was sick, and a short
shrill woman took his place. She never went back for fear of having to choose
between them and insulting someone. She rarely enters clothing stores because
all it takes is one “may I help you?” to obligate her to major purchases. She
orders food when she’s not hungry because she’s sure that’s what the waiter
wants. She would never send anything back, no matter how raw the meat or
rancid the vegetables. She says thank you after favors she herself performs and
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sorry when other people bump into her. She donates to charities over the
phone.

Rhonda would follow Rebecca to the ends of the earth, cringing with fin-
gers on forearm.

Like most best-girlfriend groupings, they look something alike— the wild
brown hair, the womanly build. But Rhonda is a bit shorter and distinctively
bowlegged. Her neck is nothing like another limb. She’s the thicker of the two,
broad-hipped, with the pointy little chin of a slimmer girl.

They first met when Rhonda was just getting over her boyfriend. Her
depression no longer carried his name, but was evolving into a vague and dull
ache. His name only hung in the periphery. She was learning that simple
things were not as tragic as they originally seemed. She bought groceries and
did her laundry more often so that it wouldn’t be too heavy for one person
going up the stairs. So what if her sheets weren't folded as neatly? She took the
books out from where they propped up her futon, and fixed it, using a hammer
for wedging and electrical tape for where the wood had chipped away. She felt
very clever about that. She found these little rubber things in the hardware
store that could be used, instead of a drill, to place screws. She gave her spare
keys to a friend up the street, someone more organized than Rebecca.

When Rhonda met Rebecca, she had just begun to laugh without making
note of its falseness. Rebecca was very much associated with the seeds of
Rhondas joy.

Rhonda did not have a nickname for twenty-eight years, and then her first
six months as Rebecca’s friend, she took on four. This was one place where
Rebecca’s attention was exacting, where she made mental notes, things to call
Rhonda. She liked to make people laugh. There was ‘Ramda,’ because that is
how it was misheard by the cab driver from Bangladesh, who said it meant, in
his language “One Sharp Knife, okay?” ‘One Sharp Knife’ was the second
name. ‘Miss Thing’ is what a lot of young people were calling each other at this
time, and ‘Euthanasia’ was an extensive joke played on another foreign cab dri-
ver, perpetrated, entirely, of course, by Rebecca, while Rhonda pleaded for ces-
sation with her eyes.

Rhonda gave names back but forgot to make them stick. Shed say it once
or twice and either forget, or not consider them good enough and try some-
thing new the next time. She considered ‘One Sharp Knife” her own Tribal
Indian name, so she gave Rebecca ‘Laughs Like Thunder’ and then ‘Giblets’
because Rebecca ate as fast as one of those dogs they starve for TV commercials.
In the end, she called her Rebb, as Becky was too commonplace to suit her.

Rebb, and of course it would be spelled with two b’s.

Rebb had a thing for cab drivers-because she said she wanted to try them in
all flavors. She would slide in front and ask them where they were from. The
drivers would generally shift in their seats and grow conscious of their wads of
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money. Rebecca sat sideways, staring. Rhonda skooched down low in the back
seat so she wouldn’t have to watch the man’s discomfort, the weirdness.
Discomfort wasn't always the case. Rebecca introduced them. This is Rhonda
and Rebecca, Ramda and Rebecca, Euthanasia and Rebb. Rebecca would put
an elbow on the dashboard and one over the back of the seat. Shed recite the
few words she had learned in Hindi or Haitian Creole or Spanish. There was
an Egyptian named Raga who had only been in the city two months. This was
a gypsy cab and his English was poor and they had trouble getting where they
were going and the whole time, Rebecca sat on her heels with her knees toward
him, like he was the altar or the sand castle. She sat facing him, her chest heav-
ing and shaking with each bump in the road, her head wobbling on that long
and slender neck. He had amazing hazel eyes and Rebecca asked him to come
back later and then she took him home. This made Rhonda so nervous that
she cried.

Rhonda, who of course had been a wall flower, was forced to start dancing
in clubs. They would go to places where the median age was nine years
younger than them and if Rhonda didn’t keep up, winding through the crowds,
Rebecca would simply ditch her. One night, Rhonda said “That’s okay, Rebb,
you go ahead,” and watched her friend shimmy in through the dance floor. She
stood next to a speaker, sipping her white wine, anticipating the next day’s ear-
ache. She turned down a grinning young man, horrified at his youth— that
anything shed do might be illegal. Rebecca did not come back. It might have
been her on stage where crowds of girls squeezed and bumped over the territory
of the platform. It might have been Rebecca’s red-sleeved arm rising and falling
in rhythm, straight up and then dropping, noodle-like, as if all of her muscle
had disappeared. Rhonda waited until the place closed, the lights went on, and
then she went home alone, shaking with the pound of the bass.

After that, she danced. She held on to Rebecca’s elbow and went where she
went and found that it was usually dense enough with bodies to eat up her self-
consciousness. One night, she arrived on the platform with dozens of much
younger gitls. They danced with their elbows out so that if you got too close
youd hit that extended bone. Rebecca responded by dancing with her nails out.
Rhonda had had enough to drink that night, so it was okay.

Rhonda did change, of course. She wanted to. She put on lipstick.
Rebecca introduced her to push-up bras. Rhonda’s laugh became throatier, her
blushes less frequent. One night, after a rock-n-roll show, Ramda had a thing
with the twenty-year old drummer. His teeth were small and wide apart, float-
ing white chicklets. His smile was all gums. This is most of what she remem-
bers. She left while he slept, regretting it only for a few days.

No matter what happened, Rebecca was always wilder. If Rhondas skirt
was short, Rebecca’s was transparent. If Rhonda went home with the drummer,
Rebecca had her way with the rhythm guitar in the restroom of the bar.
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Rhonda always had plenty of room to be the good girl.

It wasn’t a complete tyranny of Rebecca’s impulse. There was an argument
or two. Rhonda lent Rebecca her bathing suit and didn’t hear about it for a few
weeks.

“Hey, um, do you still have my bathing suit?”

“Yeah, Ram. Listen, I had my period in it, pretty bad. Do you want me to
buy you a new one?”

“Yes.” It was the harshest word Rhonda had yet had for Rebecca, and it

sounded as impotent as it was.

There was a night during the early sweet freshness of Spring, when Rhonda
started dancing with a guy who was only a few years younger. He wore overalls
and was really quite attractive. Although, at one moment, she took a break, and
spoke to Rebecca and told her that he was too cheesie and pretty for her taste.
Too much gel, and his hairline grew too far over his ears.

She kept dancing with him. She started making out with him. He had this
way of kissing, which was to go at it very gently for a while, and then to grab
and squeeze her suddenly and dramatically. Rhonda enjoyed this very much.
They ended up on a couch in a back corner of the club, she on his lap, hands
everywhere. When the lights went up, she said she had to go and he asked if
she remembered his name. “Carl,” she said, but it was Kevin. Rhonda laughed.
“Do you remember mine?” she asked. She had told him, but he hadn’t the
slightest idea. She thought this was funny and told him it was nice and too per-
fect and that now it was time for her to go home. He asked for her number and
she refused, laughing. She wouldn’t even tell him her name.

She told Rebecca in the cab on the way home and Rebecca leaned back over
the front seat and called her Miss Thing and slapped her five. Rhonda was
hungry when she got home, and ate an enormous bowl of corn chex with
bananas on top, sitting on her bed in her pj’s. She giggled to herself, and
thought of the young man, that the evening was a fond moment she would
always have. Her eyes welled up with tenderness, her love for Rebecca, the fun.
She felt very very happy. She felt it couldn’t get better from here. She felt her
life coming into its own.

She felt she had had her adventures and wouldn't need them so much any
more. She knew what she wanted out of life, a few of the possibilities condens-
ing and floating to the top. She was, in this moment, at peace.

Rhonda spent less and less time with Rebecca, although this made her love
her all the more. It was in a different way. Rhonda knew that Rebecca had
given her some of her most delicious memories. On a good, still day of reflec-
tion, the things a mind offers up-as-gifts, a little chuckle.

Rhonda commenced some of her own career-related projects. Had nice
dinners with nice people, dated here and there.
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Hours with Rebecca were passed in a state of nostalgia, a soft grin at that
year, when Rebecca saved Rhonda from her own pathetic life. Some things
stayed with Rhonda. She maintained the ability to introduce herself. She liked
to paint her face on the weekends. »

But when Rhonda went to the clubs, she let Rebb leave her on the edge of
the dance floor. This was actually a relief.

Of course, there would be depression to Rebecca’s mania. There would be
the night in the midst of Rhonda’s wildest year, a time after she stopped snif-
fling at Rebb’s pickups, but before she herself owned any flirtations.

The first time, Rebecca buzzes Rhonda’s buzzer in the wee hours of the
morning. The initial jolt, Rhonda incorporates into her dream. The second
wakes her. On the third, she sits, quick and upright, eyes rolled off, ears tuned
for listening. On the fourth and fifth and sixth, she tightens and hopes for the
end.

She answers.

“It’s me.” Rhonda buzzes Rebecca in, still not trusting that this isnt some
elaborate scheme. Some one in a ski mask with a barrel to her friend’s gut.

There is only one set of steps on the stairs. There is only the sharp clack of
Rebecca’s heels. Rhonda wonders if she can shake off sleep enough for whatever
adventure her partner-in-crime has come to drag her to.

Rebecca hobbles in the doorway, her fake, black fur sliding off her shoul-
ders, a jug of apple juice hooked over her finger. She is not drunk. She is not
herself.

“Oh, Hi. I know you were sleeping. I'm sorry.” This is the first of
Rebecca’s tentativeness. Instead of her usual obliviousness, she seems to be
clutching at Rhonda’s reactions. Rhonda’s surprise makes her strained smile
twitch, her voice dip. “You can go back to sleep. T'll just sit.” She clacks into
the bedroom and parks on the edge of Rhonda’s bed.

“Are you okay? Why are you here?” Rhonda is dumbfounded, hovering.

“T'll just drink my apple juice. You go back to sleep.” Rebecca unscrews
her jug and swigs, half of it running down her chin. “I spilled it. 'm sorry.”
Rebecca checks Rhonda’s face and sees that her eyebrows are scrunched, mouth
slightly open. Rebecca shudders. “Oh, of course you can’t sleep if I sit here.”

Rebecca clacks into the bathroom and sits on the edge of the tub. Rhonda
turns to watch her. Rhonda follows and stares from the open door.

“I'll just sit here and drink my apple juice.” This time she doesn’t spill until
she removes the jug from her mouth, she douses half her coat.

Then Rebecca covers her ears with her elbows straight out, like she’s trying
to squash the shape of her head. She screams without sound, her mouth
stretching open across her teeth, like a snake, like her pointy tongue should leap
and retract. She gasps. And then she screams audibly. She sobs uncontrollably,
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like a baby tiring itself for sleep, but Rebecca never tires. Like a humiliation
beyond comprehension. Like a grown woman should never cry. She moans so
that the neighbors knock on the walls.

Nothing Rhonda does can quiet her. Not pressing face to bosom, not slow
circles on her back. Rebecca will not pause her howling to answer why.
Eventually, Rhonda leads her to the bed and tucks her in, where the bellowing
continues. At least it doesn’t echo so much into the next apartments. When
Rhonda shuts the door, to pace in the living room and think, the sound is
slightly muffled.

She considers calling the hospital, the cops, but fears that tomorrow, when
this has to be over, Rebecca would never forgive her.

She calls the girlfriend up the street who has her spare set of keys.

“Allison? I'm sorry. Yeah. I'm sorry. Does your roommate still have that
Valium? I'll explain when I get there.”

Rhonda trusts the consistency of Rebeccd’s crying to keep her for a quarter
of an hour.

The Valium works, although it is a challenge to get the pills in her mouth
and even more to get the water in, and the swallowing done. Rhonda tilts
Rebecca’s head back. She winds her fingers through Rebecca’s hair and pulls.
Rhonda grips solidly, pries Rebecca’s chin down with the other hand, so that her
friend’s mouth hangs open to the sky.

There are second, third, and fourth times to this. Rhonda obtains a stash
of Valium. Rebecca learns to take it voluntarily. The doses go up.

This is the other Rebecca. Rebb claims to have no recollections. Although,
Rhonda suspects she’s lying for embarrassment.

The fifth time is well into the content part of Rhonda’s life. This comes on
a night when Rhonda is worn out with her accomplishments of the last few
days. When Rhonda has done so many things for the good of her future, that
her body is throbbing with weariness, a very satisfying fatigue. She has been too
busy with life to get sleep. She is so tired that all she is doing is staring at the
TV, working up the strength to ready herself for bed.

Next to her on the couch is a baked potato with cheddar cheese and broc-
coli, only a few bites out of it. Her stomach was rumbling but it was a chore to
chew, and she also saw blue in the potato. A rotten little cloud that showed up
after broccoli was picked away.

She is balled up on the couch with her coat over her backwards for a blan-
ket. She never got it to the closet. It is all she can do to keep her eyes open.
She promises herself the next commercial.

She makes a mental lisg of what néeds to be done. The radiator should be
turned up, which means a clanging in the pipes for a few good hours, but she’ll
be so knocked out she won't notice. She needs to put the uneaten food in the
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kitchen, and all the regular stuff, brush her teeth, take off her shoes etc. She
must repeat a list to herself because she is tired enough to forget.

She considers that the potato wasn't rotten because she is seeing blue spots
everywhere. Red spots, blue spots, she is blindingly weary. She takes a deep
breath and forces herself up before she crashes right there.

She turns up the radiator and the clanging and sputtering pipe in. She
enters her bedroom to kick off her shoes, and then the buzzer.

And there is Rebecca, so pale and pasty that she looks like the dead skin
under a band-aid. Rhonda’s coat is still on backwards, arms through the sleeves,
flapped open in back. One shoe is off.

Rebecca is already blubbering. Rhonda adds her to the mental list of
things to do. Put Rebecca to bed. Hang up her coat. She lays Rebecca on her
bed and goes to get the Valium and a glass of water. She brushes her teeth. She
goes back to the bedroom and kicks off her final shoe but feels such a rush of
exhaustion that she decides to get in bed fully dressed. She makes sure Rebecca
takes the Valium, then huddles herself around her sobbing friend, and falls right
out into a deep, dense sleep.

If it had only been Rebecca. If there had not been the clanging of the
heater, the sputtering, iron knocks. Rhonda was dead to the world.

But there she is, only a few hours later, Rebecca stretched next to her on the
bed, wailing, with her eyes bugged out like a little man kicked them forward
from the inside.

Rhonda is #his far from sleep. Rhonda wants sleep more than anything.
Rhonda gets two more Valium and a glass of water and hands them to Rebecca
but Rebecca will not take them. Rhonda tries to open Rebecca’s mouth, but,
the tantrum now includes rolling her head from side to side, twisting and
yanking from right to left on that unreal neck. Twisting and yanking as ran-
dom and incomprehensible as the striking of the radiator. If there had been a
rhythm, to the radiator, to Rebecca’s snotty screaming, Rhonda could still be
asleep. Rhonda would have made a song of it in her dreams.

But Rebecca won't hold her head still for the Valium. So, Rhonda gets on
top of her, sits right on her stomach and pins her arms with her knees.

Rhonda’s backwards coat bunches between them on Rebecca’s chest. Rebecca
kicks, but her voice is quicted, because Rhonda has a hand over her mouth.
Rhonda grabs Rebecca by the hair and pries open her jaw, which takes all of her
strength, and pours water in and drops in the pili but Rebecca gurgles and spits
itup. It lands in Rebecca’s hair. Rhonda picks it up and tries again and
Rebecca spits it up again.

And Rhonda’s adrenaline has kicked in. It is not sleep that she wants more
than anything. What she wants more than anything is to beat the shit out of
Rebecca.

Rhonda was an athlete in high school, and it has been a very long time
since she felt that anticipation and lift, that strength surging in just the right
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moment before the event. That strength worked for, longed for, and given from
the most surprising places and this moment is just like the moments before the
events when she was twelve years younger. Her lungs are fuller than they've
been in twelve years. Her senses as astute and willing. She takes Rebecca’s head
by the hair, like she would try to force the Valium once again, but this time, she
swings with the other hand, the hand that’s not gripping the hair. She slaps,
and then she makes a fist.
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Cyntl'lia King
AT THE HUNTSVILLE FERTILITY CLINIC .

Now into the chicken coop comes a sea

To soak the hay To float the Araucanas

down to Clifta Creek Into the skull of the buck
a face of caves swinging from a pine

Now into beetle husks inside dead trees

the trees we haven't seen in groves

for years Now into cobalt bromide bottles

slid onto the ends of stripped branches

Into the bones of pups shot and edged

over the cliff every spring and fall the bitches
bred by the smell of their heats Now

into the crossbow Into the fletched arrows

Into the Chinese assault rifle bought for 99 dollars
Huntsville spinning Now into the plastic

cup my seed Inside her ready the egg

New Orleans Review 91




Gerard Malanga ?
PICASSO'S MASK BY ANDRE MALRAUX

On page 89 I was thinking about Picasso’s collection.
Not one impressionist painting,

not one painting in which light plays any part.
Not even in the admirable Cezanne,

not even in the large Renoir.

I could see in my mind’s eye

the living light of stained-glass windows,

the becalmed light of Van Eyck,

the light of Venice,

the emotionally charged light of Rembrandt,

the flickering, reflected light of the Impressionists.

On page 273 I placed a strand of Asako’s hair
as bookmark,

so as to not lose my place in the dark.
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]aclz Foley
IN THE CAR

describe
a shopping center

describe
({9 . . »
once it was the color of saying

describe
a car

describe
a woman

describe
<« . . . »
a woman “wearing nothing but a smile

describe
the skull of a girl

describe
the eyes

describe
the desperate accumulation of drugs

describe
the desperate accumulation of days towards nothing

describe
shopping

describe
the eyes that take this in

describe
the hand that writes
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describe

It was the third time in three months B- had threatened to jump. On
June 9 he stood for seven hours in an elevator shaft in the St. Francis
Hotel tower, 26 stories above the ground. A- said he had talked with the
young man's doctor. “The doctor says he (B-) wants to die,” he said.
“He really does want to die. Desperately.”

describe
object

describe
quenched

describe
alarming

describe
the body is slow
the mind is slow BUT THE MOUTH

describe |
a tall handsome Dubliner, casual, black-haired, clean-shaven, sallow, with
brooding eyes

describe

It is in your animal that you suffer, and only there. It is in your animal
that you experience pain. It is in your animal that you have the
toothache or the headache. I am suffering, now, greatly in my animal. I
am crying out in PAIN. Oh! Who among the angelic orders will hear

my cry?

describe
the strength you drew from your mother and father

describe
guileless sweetness

describe
A British army soldier and a small Irlsh boy together last week in a
Catholic area of Belfast..

describe
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we live in a culture

describe
to take this down

describe

This clear

spirit

guides me, here,

in Oakland, at this time
“white flowered wild mint”

describe
I have altered nothing

describe
I have sanctioned nothing

describe

“This tongueless, toothless instrument, without larynx or pharynx,
dumb, voiceless matter, nevertheless utters your words, and centuries
after you have crumbled to dust will repeat again and again to a genera-
tion that will never know you every idle thought, every fond fancy, every

vain word that you choose to whisper against

this thin
fron

diaphragm”

describe
meaning

to write “indispensible” I write

“undesirable”
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David Kirl)y

LAUGHING

My wife’s girlfriend Diane is visiting from California
and so, to make an impression, I have prepared
an excellent meal of crawfish-stuffed eggplant,
rice pilaf, salad of mixed greens with Dijon dressing,
and sorbet, and the two women have gone into the den
to finish the second bottle of chardonnay

while I sit at the table and finish grading papers
for class tomorrow, and I am almost done when,
through the thin wall that separates the two rooms,
I hear Diane ask, What's it like being married to Dave?
Barbara says something I cannot hear, and then
there is a chuckle, two, a torrent of helpless laughter.

My wife and her friend are laughing so hard in the den
that it reminds me of the time Will, age eight,
asked me what an enema was, and I said, Well, you fill
this rubber bag with water, see, and then you take this hose,
and you stick it up your butt... and that was it
for Will; he lay on his side and held his stomach

with both hands, and his little matchstick legs churned
as though monsters were trying to catch hold of them,
and he screamed so loudly I thought I was going to have
to take him to the doctor, but then he calmed down,
though for two or three days after he would suddenly say,
Enema! and fall down and start screaming again.

Meanwhile this other, this woman-laughter, is loud also,
though I certainly didn’t mind the two friends
having a good shout together, because that is one
of the things that Barbara and I do best, and
team laughing got us-over a good number of rough patches
in the early days of our marriage when there wasn'
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much money and the whole stepmother-stepchild issue
to boot. That was when we lived on Chestwood Avenue
next to this guy named Azel Pruitt, whom Barbara
called Hazel Motes after the character in Wise Blood,
so that sometimes I'd slip and say,
“Morning, Mr. Motes— I mean, Mr. Pruict!”

He thought I was an idiot already because
I wasn't always trying to fix stuff the way he did,
like his central air unit, which he put a new motor
in one day, although, when he flipped the switch,
the unit went whang! and shot up sparks
because he'd put the motor in backwards,

so Mr. Motes not only burned up his central air unit
but also had to call the Sears guy anyway.
The Moteses’ house was about four inches from ours,
and one summer night when we had the windows open,
Barbara and I were making out
on the couch in the den when suddenly

Mr. Motes ran out into his yard to throw up.
You all right, honey? his wife asked,
and Mr. Motes said, Yeah, — EEERRRRCH!
He stayed out there about twenty minutes,
fetching up his chop suey, and every time
we thought he was finished, up it would come again,

and Barbara and I were laughing so hard
that we had to use our asthma inhalers,
but you're supposed to hold the albuterol mist
in your lungs for as long as you can,
so here we are holding our breaths

and BLOOORRRRCH! Mr. Motes cuts loose again.

Now whether or not the two women are laughing at me,
surely I am by myself in a room that has
less laughter in it with each passing moment.
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Then again, some of the greatest laughter i
has been evident more by its absence than otherwise, 1
as when my colleague Reed Merrill and 1

were giving papers at a conference in Sydney,
and the Aussies were a little hufty
since they thought we were even more provincial
than they were, so Reed tried to placate
them by describing his paper as pearls before swine,
and naturally the audience really bristled at that,

but this didn’t stop Reed, who launched into his paper,
and after he had finished, I said,
Well, that was a great paper, but why did you
say it was pearls before swine, and he said,
I didn’t, I made a funny joke and said
swine before pearls, and I said, No, you didn’t,

you said pearls before swine, and he said,
Oh, shit, and put his head in his hands,
and everybody had long since filed out
of the lecture hall, so the two of us
were standing there in this huge empty space,
and the whole place was filled with silent laughter.

Oh, well, at least the interior
and the exterior reality came together
for a minute there, as it had done earlier
for Barbara and me, though not for Mr. Motes,
who couldn’t hear us anyway. So much for
the unifying property of laughter, which also divides,

as it is doing tonight and also in the eighth grade
when we were studying France, and Meg Holmes was giving
a report about Versailles, and she was explaining
that the Emperor liked his good times,
so when he wasn’t waging war on the rest of Europe,

“Napoleon had these big balls....”

98 New Orleans Review



From the den of my house, there is more laughter.
Then someone turns on the radio; I hear an old song,
one of the shameless ones that says it’s okay
to have no pride, it’s okay to love someoite * -
no matter how badly they treat you, and then
I hear the voices of the two women begging me

to come in and dance with them. We do the Hitchhike,
the Swim. The song stops and another starts;
Diane goes for more wine as Barbara slips into my arms
and we dip, glide, tango. I hear Diane in the kitchen now.
She is laughing to herself as Barbara and I kiss,
long and slow, and keep dancing.
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CRYING

My wife says she has made up her mind
to cry really hard when her mother dies,
and I say, How can you tell how sad
you'e going to be,
because sometimes death comes
as a release (Henry James
described his family as “almost happy”
following his mother’s death),
and she says, I can just tell, and besides,
you don't know anything about crying,
you never cry at the movies,
and I say, I do, too,
I just dont make a big deal out of it
the way you do,

and when Roy Orbison died,
you'll recall that I cried piteously,
and not just because of the song, cither.
I cried harder over Roy Orbison’s death
than I have over the death of aunts, say,
though my wife is right about me
not wanting to cry in public,
because 'm not one of those
tragically-handsome weepers
you want to wrap your arms around
and to whom you say,
There, there, it’ll be better soon,
you're so pretty when you're sad,
come on, give us a little kiss....

My face gets all twisted and ugly
when I cry, like P’m really unhappy
bur also I have to go to,the bathrsom.
Yet I have learned
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the one great lesson about crying
that women seem to have mastered
better than men, which is that
a good old-fashioned bawt- -+ -*
will make you feel better instantly,
and so from time to time
I sit down and have a nice heartfelt sob,
but only when there’s no one around
and no mirror so I can’t see
what a gargoyle I've become.

Too, I honor the great statesmen
of crying, the octogenarian James
Cagney who said crying comes easily
at his age as well as the defeated
presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson
who said that it hurt too much
to laugh but that he was too big to cry,
a surefire indicator that he had anyway.
Animals can’t cry, and therefore I feel
sorry for them, but not so sorry
that 'm going to cry over it.
['ll probably cry when my own mother dies,
and certainly I've cried
at her condition right now:

| she’s ninety-two and hard of hearing
and nearly blind and so weak
she has to use a walker,
but those things don't make me cry.
| What makes me cry is her pluck
| and high-spiritedness in the face
of all this adversity;
why, just the other day she fell down,
i and, as she lay there on the floor,
the paramedics were cackling like geese
at her retorts, jibes, and one-liners,
: and youd have to be brain-dead
1ot to laugh and cry simultaneously
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Never have two lovers been more tender
toward each other, more beautiful
in each other’s eyes, even if
our waists are thicker now, our hair gray.
Look, everyone is crying;
they can’t bear to see us go!
And see how ugly they are!

Ha, ha! That’s the real tragedy!
Why, they’re even more hideous
than we are when we cry!

They're crying so hard they’re falling down,

and for a moment we are happy

they can afford us such excellent amusement,

but suddenly a suspicious thought
crosses our minds—
what if they are crying for themselves
as we have cried for ourselves
when we seemed to be crying for others?
But no, no, it must be us
they are crying for, for this time
surely the gods themselves are dying.
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It is a pity that we learn so little from our ancestors. Certainly, at
the end of the twentieth century, America is repeating the rather obvi-
ous mistakes of its own past and indulging in an historical blindness
that blurs our own errors, past and present. How, then, can we in the
United States look clearly at the history of race in our own country
and at the problems that history has created and exacerbated?

If we cannot look directly at race, two books will help us look at it
aslant and, perhaps, see our problems from a slightly different per-
spective. Both The Black Album by Hanif Kureishi and Simisola by
Ruth Rendell offer American readers the luxury of examining racial
tension from a distance. The problems of Britain with the citizens of
its former colonies are sufficiently different from ours that we can, at
first, deny that we have the same narrow racial vision as the British.
After a first denial, however, we must ask ourselves why we persist
in pretending that race issues in America are becoming less of a prob-
lem when all evidence indicates they are more and more complex and
difficult to deal with. A recent cartoon reminds us that race is at the
center of our dialogue about ourselves. The cartoon pictures a white
man saying to a black woman: “How does it feel to know that you
got your job solely on the basis of your race and sex?” Her reply,
“Why don’t you tell me?”-reveals both our assumptions about race
and the tensions those assumptions generate, and we certainly have
not, with all the recent attacks on affirmative action, gone much
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beyond the assumptions illustrated in the cartoon.

Hanif Kureishi, most well known in America for his screenplay,
My Beautiful Laundrette, approaches head-on the racial tensions in
Great Britain. While they are different. fromy ours, they contain many
of the same assumptions and hostilities; so, The Black Album might be
read as a sort of parable of racial polarization. Shahid Hasan is
caught between the wild license of his ex-Marxist teacher, Deedee
Osgood, and the rigid Islamic conservatism of Riaz Al-Hussain, who
wants to galvanize the Islamic right at the university Shahid attends.
Shahid, attracted to the mix of cultures offered by London, is enchant-
ed by “the different odors of Indian, Chinese, Italian, and Greek food
wafting from open doorways” in the neighborhood of his university-
assigned bed-sitter. Shahid’s dream of a multicultural world that will
enlarge his own narrow experience is sharply undercut by the Islamic
students’ burning of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses in ritual fatwa.
He cannot accept that narrow view; nor can he accept the vision of
the world his teacher proposes because he knows that someone must
take responsibility. Finally, Prince, whose Black Album inspired the
title of Kureishi’s book, is Shahid’s icon for finding a way to integrate.
“Half black and half white, half man, half woman, half size, feminine
but macho too,” Prince is the answer for Shahid, and possibly for
Kureishi, also the child of two races and cultures. It is this duality
and ambiguity that enriches Kureishi’s view of the world and
enlarges his discussion of race.

While Kureishi looks at the racial situation from the point of view
of a minority within the Anglo culture, Ruth Rendell asks hard ques-
tions of that Anglo majority. Simisola, an Inspector Wexford mystery,
confronts our stereotypes of race and gender in a way that both chal-
lenges and informs. Wexford, long a favorite detective of mystery
readers, has, of late, become a vehicle for Rendell’s examination of the
way the society Wexford is charged with protecting fails to protect
certain groups, in this case Nigerians in Great Britain. As the story
unfolds, Rendell explores personal assumptions about race through
Wexford’s handling of the disappearance of the daughter of his
Nigerian physician, Dr. Akande. She also examines cultural assump-
tions about race and visibility within a society that still accepts, at
least tacitly, forms of chattel servitude for illegal immigrants from the
former colonies. Rendell reminds her readers of the history of slavery
when Wexford names an unidentified black woman'’s corpse
Sojourner, after Sojourner Truth, and he is nearer to the truth in doing
that than he realizes at the time.

Wexford must come to terms with his own assumptions about
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race when he views that young black woman’s body and assumes,
without reference to any of the evidence, that the body is that of the
Nigerian doctor’s daughter. In a terrible interview with the doctor
and his wife, the missing girl’s mother accuses Wexford: “when you
find a dead black girl it’s got to be our girl because we’re black!” |
Wexford, who has always seen himself as broadminded, must con- !
front his limitations, and “the worst thing for him was that it had
shown him he was wrong about himself. This error had occurred
through prejudice, through racism, through making an assumption

he could never have made if the missing girl were white and the
body white.” He understands that he looks at white people as indi-
viduals and at black people as part of a group, thus diminishing the
blacks in the process.

Jamaica Kincaid picks up on that very issue in The Autobiography
of My Mother, a chilling story of race and class in the lush but race-
conflicted Caribbean where Kincaid herself grew up. Describing her
father, a policeman who works for the whites, Xuela Claudette
Richardson says: “his father was a Scots-man, his mother of the
African people. This distinction between ‘man” and ‘people’ was an
important distinction, for one of them came off the boat as part of a
horde..., each face the same as the one next to it; the other came off
the boat of his own volition, seeking to fulfill a destiny.” The
Caribbean slaveholders dehumanized and diminished their slaves,
and a century later, Inspector Wexford, a well-meaning Englishman,
does the same thing. Kincaid has always rejected that diminishment,
and The Autobiography insists on inviolate individuality in the face of
subtle and corrosive colonial oppression. Brought up in Antigua but
currently living in Vermont, Kincaid has a perfect perspective to bring
the colonial view of slavery to the forefront in America. Her point of
view looks to and challenges European customs with a particular
form of American individualism, and, indeed, Xuela Claudette
Richardson insists mightily on her individual worth.

Two American novelists, Alice Adams and Vicki Covington, con-
front the issue of race from the perspective of the American South
because it is there that the very fiber and fabric of society is most
deeply entangled by the “race question.” Both novels are situated in
the past, Adams’ during the Depression and early years of World War
II, and Covington’s in the early sixties. Both periods were times of
promise for Civil Rights, and the hopeful attitudes of many of the lib-
eral characters seem, for ‘thg(times,‘ justified. But both novels also rec-
ognize that the failure bf the movements in the forties and the sixties
have led to many of the unresolved conflicts about race in America.
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Pinehill, North Carolina, the setting for Adams’ Southern Exposure,
is filled with people whose “ideas on ‘race” and certain other social
issues were appalling.” And those ideas do not change during the
course of the novel. Adams, in order to.comment on Southern atti-
tudes towards race, incorporates the strategy of the outsider. The
Bairds, Harry, Cynthia, and their daughter, Abigail, are fugitives from
Connecticut looking for a cheap place to live during the Depression.
Their views on race contrast sharply with those of the Southern
whites, and it is through the rather schematic tension that arises from
those differing positions that Adams tries to examine race in America.

There are two problems with this approach. The polarization is
absolute. No Southerner is at all enlightened. Like Dolly Bigelow,
who treats her maid Odessa much like the chattel of earlier times and
who thinks that giving her an afternoon off every few weeks is gra-
cious, much of the town makes generalized assumptions about race
that diminish the individuality of blacks. Dolly’s refusal to sell
Odessa’s quite wonderful cloth in the craft store she opens with
Cynthia Baird is imbedded in attitudes about race mixing that
Cynthia cannot budge. The second problem with Adams” approach
is a belief that the problems of racism can be localized and then, pos-
sibly, cauterized. So, Southern Exposure fails in its analysis of race.
Perhaps, just before World War II it was possible to define the prob-
lem as a localized one, but in the nineties it certainly isn't. Had
Adams looked to the past to uncover our dreams about equality and
to show us how little we have succeeded in achieving our goals, then
the novel might serve as a goad to continue the struggle.
Unfortunately, both the oversimplification of race relations in
America and Adams’ fascile discussion of race with regard to Hitler’s
pogram against the Jews weakens the central focus of the book. This
should be a book about race that would force readers to reexamine
their own attitudes; instead, it is a book about race that pretends the
solution was easy and the problem could have been solved, when it
has always been the most difficult and challenging issue in our soci-
ety.

If Adams does not quite succeed in her analysis of the race issue,
Vicki Covington, in The Last Hotel for Women, uses Bull Connor, the
Freedom Riders of the early sixties, and Birmingham, Alabama to
look squarely into the heart of racial conflict in America. Her charac-
ters agonize over the separation of the races in a Birmingham that is
torn by racial conflict. Bull Connor insists “we just can’t have this
mingling,” but Covington recognizes that the people of Birmingham,
both black and white, see that the situation is not so easily solved as
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Connor would have it. Pete Farley, father, foundry boss, and baseball
player, has lived in Birmingham since after World War II and still can-
not reconcile segregationist policy with the way people ought to live.
He tells a reporter staying in his family’s hotel during the Freedom
Rides, “I don’t think it’s right— separating the races like this. I take
my daughter by one of those whites-only water fountains and I think
I'm going to cry, the way she looks up at me with the big question.”
That big question is one that parents can never answer for their chil-
dren. And when the children become parents, the questions still
hangs over their relationships. It is Covington’s sensitivity to the way
race interposes itself as guilty knowledge that gives The Last Hotel for
Women a voice that cuts into and bares all our illusions about race.

Bull Connor, certainly now a symbol of racial hatred, is a complex
and rich character in Covington’s hands. She peels back the laws he
hides behind to reveal his terror of race mixing. When the black and
white baseball teams at the foundry decide to practice together,
Connor’s response is typical of men of his era: “To think that playing
ball will not lead to other things like eating in the same cafes and
occupying hospital rooms side by side and dating and marrying.”
Then Pete Farley invites the black baseball player, Nathan Stamps,
and his wife, Lydia, back to the Farley hotel to have dessert at the
cafe; Connor tries a desperate move to keep the races apart, but finds
he cannot turn the clock back. Everyone now ignores or simply dis-
likes him.

What is clear from all five novels is that we have not come to
terms with how race divides us, nor have we learned how to get
beyond those divisions. Certainly, Kincaid and Kureishi, seeing race
from the point of view of colonized and oppressed groups, view the
failures of society and of individuals with less sympathy or hope than
do writers such as Adams, Covington, and Rendell. But no matter
what the stance, the chronicle of race relations still looms as the
largest single failure in our history, and it is a failure that dogs us and
defines the limits of our character.

— Reviewer Mary McCay is a professor of English at Loyola
University.
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George Seferis. Collected Poems. Princeton: Princeton University
Press. 1995.

As with every translated work, the third revised edition of Greek
poet George Seferis’s Collected Poems is a collaborative effort; in this
case two translators are involved. Edmund Keeley and Philip
Sherrard have been working together on Greek poetry since the emer-
gence of their first anthology, Six Poets of Modern Greece, which was
published in 1960 in Britain and 1961 in the United States. That vol-
ume emerged in bilingual form in 1967; next came the expanded
bilingual edition in 1981, then an English-only edition (published
only in Britain) in 1986, and now this English-only revised edition.
One wonders why this collection has been revised so many times.
The answer is two-fold: Seferis kept producing more poetry (every
one of his published poems is included in this edition, with a few
exceptions) and, given the nature of translation, every translated
poem is missing some element of the original; revisions gave the
translators a chance perhaps to do justice to the poem from another
angle and update the meaning for a contemporary English-speaking
audience. Keeley and Sherrard willingly admit in their notes that
their versions of the poems, no matter how often revised, “compared
to the originals, are little more than bones from which the flesh has
disappeared,” especially when it comes to the rhymed poem:s.

Thinking of translation optimistically, every new version gets
closer to the meaning of the original poem, and thus having read all
English versions, one will, ideally, be closer to the original Greek
poem. This would mean reading not simply three different versions
of one poem, but almost literally three different poems, for in many
cases, every time Keeley and Sherrard revised, they created an entire-
ly new poem. Indeed, as Keeley put it in an essay on the subject,
Seferis once said that “any English version of his work was the trans-
lator’s poetry, not his.” Hence, a collaboration in three parts. In
many ways, this collection is an exercise in mastery, or attempted
mastery, of the art of translation, and deserves recognition simply on
that account. But there is more than that for which to give it credit,
for no matter how many poets involved, the poems are beautiful and
serve as monuments to the sheer agony and utter joy that living is.

George Seferis, who died in 1971, is a very important figure in the
literary landscape of modern Greece, along with Constantine Cavafy
and Odysseus Elytis, among others. Not only was Seferis awarded
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1963, he was also a diplomat in the
Greek government from 1926-1962, even during his voluntary exile to
Crete, Egypt, and south Africa from 1941-1944 during the Nazi occu-
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pation. His entire life was intertwined with the life of his country, its
history and politics, and it is impossible to separate Seferis and his
work from that landscape. Greece, and his intimate relationship with
it, floods his poetry, even though he spent much time out of the coun-
try in his duties as an ambassador and member of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. A consistent theme throughout Seferis’s poetry is his
relationship with his country and the heavy weight of its turbulent
history. He enclosed the entire poem, “In the manner of G. S.,” within
the phrase “Wherever I travel Greece wounds me” as a first line and
then first line of the last stanza: it is a fact that is impossible for his
poetic voice to escape, and it pervades his entire body of work.

Since most Americans are not that familiar with Greece’s history
or culture, especially since the Classical period, we experience some
trepidation when it comes to reading a poet of Seferis’s magnitude,
whose work is so entrenched in such history. There is nothing to be
afraid of as an unschooled reader. Though the allusions are plentiful,
it is not necessary to understand them all to gain a love or apprecia-
tion of these poems; they do not alienate those of us who are not phil-
hellenes.

In Seferis’s poetry, myth and history are consistently present, and
though his poetry undoubtedly changed over time, these elements
are never lost. The series of poems entitled Mythistorema, which in
Greek contains the meanings of “myth,” “history,” and “story” was
the equivalent of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. Written between 1933
and 1935, Mythistorema was influenced by modernists like Pound and
Eliot and marks a significant change in Seferis’s style, making it less
formal and introducing his use of stark imagery, creating a style that
was to carve the path for his later poetry. It is also a poem that is rep-
resentative of Seferis’s subject matter and poetic themes. Most
notably, it presents a way of dealing with Greece’s torn past without
running from it, but rather using it, for Seferis’s poetry is acutely
aware of the history that precedes it. In section 21 of Mythistorema,
his images present a land in which the dead are still living and the
living are aware of the fact that they will also die. This is an obvious
cycle which is physically visible in the ancient ruins that are still pre-
sent in the contemporary cities of Greece. History in such a place is
tangible and, again, inescapable. In this section of the poem, Seferis’s
persona has an actual relationship with the dead:

We who set out on this pilgrimage

looked at the broken statues =

became distracted and said that life is not so easily lost
that death has unexplored paths -
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gathering up the body’s bitterness
so that we may escape the body’s bitterness
so that roses may bloom in the blood of our wound.

George Seferis’s is a poetry from the heart, gut, and mind, a poet-
ry so full that, no matter what nationality we are, we can appreciate
its elegance and honesty; the pleasure and the ache is present even
through translation.

— Reviewer Candy S. Ellison, a recent Loyola graduate, works in pub-
lishing in Boston.

Gordon Bowker. Pursued by Furies: A Life of Malcolm Lowry. New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996.

“How much I know sometimes— how little at others,” wrote
Scott Fitzgerald, perhaps mulling over his tendency to splash about
in public fountains when not engaged in the creative process. Such a
thought might have occurred to Malcolm Lowry, author of the vision-
ary novel Under the Volcano— a man who was affectionately described
by a previous biographer, Douglas Day, as “a nuisance, a disgrace, a
constant burden to those who cared for him.” A fair, even a kindly,
assessment.

With Lowry we are given the sometimes yawning disparity
between the artist and the man, the grandeur of the one and the feck-
lessness of the other. Those who have considered, at a safe distance,
the life of Malcolm Lowry may regard him as one of the most vivid
modern examples of the Tormented (but somewhat cheerful withal)
Genius— a man who spent the better part of his adult life in a drunk-
en stupor, who yet managed to produce one of the “few authentic
masterpieces” (Anthony Burgess) of this century. Lowry himself,
nothing if not objective about his own life and work, was well aware
of the impression he created; in fact he cultivated his modest legend
almost from the beginning. At Cambridge University he was mostly
remembered for his disheveled appearance and ubiquitous ukulele
(or “taropatch,” as he insisted on calling it), with which he composed
a number of original jazz compositions.

So began the “sad, funny life of Malcolm Lowry,” as Douglas Day
would have it. But in Gordon‘Bowker’s updated and far more com-
prehensive work— some ten years in the making— we are given
much of the sad and little of the funny. As he somberly amasses the
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evidence, Bowker manages to negate almost all the “cheerfulness”
which, as Lowry put it, “was always breaking in” amid the many dis-
asters of his life. We are thus left with an all but undiluted portrait of
the artist as a self-destructive dipsomanjae: doomed at the outset by a
childhood cursed with sadistic nannies and cold, uncaring parents,
by portentous encounters with those who would warp and ultimately
destroy his genius. Much of the same material is covered by Day, of
course— but in Bowker’s version, whether rightly or wrongly, it all
appears in a mirror darkly, reversed and somewhat askew.

The writer Conrad Aiken, for example, is transformed from the
benevolent father-figure of Day’s account into a sort of parasitic
Svengali, who, Bowker claims, performed sinister psychological
experiments on Lowry, all the while subsisting on a stipend paid to
him by Lowry’s father in exchange for housing the wayward youth.
Then there is the central figure in Lowry’s life, his second wife and
foremost caretaker, Margerie. Posterity, in the form of Gordon
Bowker, has cast its fishy eye upon her and found her wanting. With
the detached relish of a domestic detective, Bowker reveals the poor
woman'’s origins as a dubious Hollywood floozie, a failed starlet who
had nothing better to do than latch on to Lowry, who at least had the
promise of genius and a trustfund besides. Lowry, in turn, had to put
up with her because he was incapable of caring for himself. Beyond a
point, however, one is left to wonder whether he would have been
better off in some peaceful sanitarium. The marriage is cast as dark
Strindbergian farce, a folie a deux as Bowker puts it; though Lowry
lived for several, relatively tranquil years in a squatter’s shack out-
side Dollarton, British Columbia— where he found the wherewithal
to write most of Under the Volcano (Margerie’s presence notwithstand-
ing)— he would invariably go to pieces in the midst of anything
resembling civilization, contriving at every opportunity to ditch his
nagging wife and seek refuge in some suitably squalid saloon. The
recurrent goose-chases on which he led Margerie and others form a
sort of leitmotif in Bowker’s book.

Of course it’s tragic that Lowry should willfully destroy his
genius, and yet one wonders how on earth things might have gone
differently, and, even if they had, would a temperate, right-thinking
Lowry have been capable of Under the Volcano?

Still, it doesn’t take a Rabelais to find Lowry funny, but Rabelais
himself would have been defeated by the cudgeling earnestness of
this book. And speaking of cudgels— Bowker continues to drub his
incessant tattoo upon the pate of Margerie Lowry, right up to the mis-
erable end of his story. From beyond the grave we may sense her
wishing she’d cooperated with this biographer while she had the
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chance, before her death in 1988.

The biggest loser in this enterprise is Lowry himself, who is
stripped not only of his dignity (in which he never placed much stock
anyway) but more importantly of his powers to amuse. One has to
wonder what attracted Bowker to this project in the first place: per-
haps he begin with admiration and just got tired and peevish as the
years dragged on. Finally, Bowker misses the point where Lowry is
concerned. “The very sight of that old bastard makes me happy for
five days,” an anonymous barfly was heard to say of Lowry. Gordon
Bowker might have given that some more thought.

— Reviewer Blake Bailey is a freelance writer who teaches at Lusher
School in New Orleans.

CLOSE READING

Helen Vendler. The Given and the Made: Strategies of Poetic Redefinition.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995. 139 pp.

Helen Vendler. The Breaking of Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Dove, Graham.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995. 100 pp.

Arguably, Helen Vendler is the best close reader of poetry now
working in English. Her acumen is on display in two slim volumes
just published by Harvard, The Given and the Made: Strategies of Poetic
Redefinition (the 1993 T. S. Eliot Lectures at the University of Kent),
and The Breaking of Style: Hopkins, Heaney, Dove, Graham (The Richard
Ellmann Memorial Lectures in Modern Literature from Emory, 1994).
In the seven lectures she covers six poets: Robert Lowell, John
Berryman, Rita Dove, and Jorie Graham; and G. M. Hopkins, Seamus
Heaney, and Graham again.

Her thesis in the earlier collection is that each poet starts out with
a donnée—be it race, gender, social class, linguistic background, or
psychological makeup—that he or she must build upon, work
around, or transcend while forging a poetic oeuvre. In the later collec-
tion she maintains that a critical stage in each poet’s development is
always signalized by a definite stylistic break, either in large or small
scale,either in rhythm, syntacti¢al focus, or line length and verse
form. These are unexceptionable claims, and a reader might suspect
that they are simply a convenient pretext upon which to hang read-
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ings of individual poems.

For it is in these “readings” that Vendler so much excels. Which is
not to suggest that they are tours de force or set pieces, but simply
isolable passages where the focus on a smgle poetic text becomes
intense. They average about four pages apiece, with two to half a
dozen per essay. The treatment differs, according to whether the
work under consideration is a well-known anthology piece, or a
lesser-known work of a well-known poet. Quotation from the poetic
texts may be brief and apposite, or extensive, in the case of a very
recent poem that most of her readers are likely not to know, or which
may be difficult of access. Likewise, Vendler’s reading techniques are
various and appropriate, ranging from linguistic, grammatical and
syntactic, and prosodic, to cultural, intertextual, and comparative
analyses. Comparisons are most often drawn with Stevens (subject of
one of Vendler’s four book-length studies, On Extended Wings:

Wallace Stevens’ Longer Poems), Whitman, Dickinson, Moore, and
Bishop. Sometimes the readings are suspended to be continued a few
pages further on, and in at least one instance, a reading is embedded
in the midst of another one.

This is definitely a text-centered critic, who has admitted, “... Iam
a critic incorrigibly unhappy without a text to dwell on... “ (“The
Function of Criticism,” 1982). She could be characterized as an aes-
thetic critic or formalist. In a credo published in the 1985 essay
“Looking for Poetry in America,” she declared, “... I myself think aes-
thetic value [as opposed to civic, ethical, mimetic, or communica-
tive—the competing value systems espoused by other critics], proper-
ly understood, quite enough to claim for a poem. No matter how
apparently mimetic it may look, a poem is an analogous not a mimet-
ic imitation, algebraic and not photographic, allegorical and not his-
torical. What it represents, ultimately, is its author’s sensibility and
temperament, rather than the ‘outside world.” ... Thus, in represent-
ing a sensibility, the poem does represent a particular historical
moment.” She is at pains to distinguish her way from those of other
current practitioners, as in this statement from the “Introduction” to
the collection The Music of What Happens (1988): “The criticism of art
should not be chiefly a matter either of interpretation(s) or of discus-
sion of ideology. Of course, criticism may, along the way, make an
interpretation or counter an ideology; but these activities (of para-
phrase and polemic) are not criticism of the art as art work, but as
statement. ‘Art works,” said Adorno in his Aesthetic Theory, ‘say
something that differs in kind from what words say’” (emphasis
added). The credo continues, “The aim of a properly aesthetic criti-
cism ... is not primarily to reveal the meaning of an art work or dis-
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close (or argue for or against) the ideological values of an art work.
The main aim of an aesthetic criticism is to describe the work of art in
such a way that it cannot be confused with any other art work (not an
easy task), and to infer from its elements the aesthetic that might gen-
erate this unique configuration.” Describing poems (if such a modest
term may be accepted) and inferring their intrinsic aesthetic is what
Helen Vendler is so good at.

Like her progenitors, the New Critics, then, she is strongest at the
level of explicit poetic texture, and designedly so, for she insists, in
“Looking for Poetry in America,” “To clothe common perceptions in
striking language, not to enunciate striking perceptions, is the func-
tion of poetry. Every perception, without exception, does indeed, in
poetry, need to be rendered strikingly; it does not need to be rendered
striking. All poetic language is language strenuously composed
beyond the requirements of information, and therefore striking, per-
haps most striking when most apparently ‘transparent.””
Nonetheless, Vendler does exercise larger generic concerns, as mani-
fest in the two volumes under review, as well as in the 1985 essay,
where she lamented, “we have no well-developed theory of lyric
poetry, chiefly because Aristotle codified his Poetics in the light of epic
and dramatic poetry. The hard questions might be said to be: Is there
anything at all useful that can be said about a lyric poem? If so, in
what terms? Are the terms defined by the poem, by its own culture,
by our culture, or by transcultural philosophic universals? Can a
poem be taken as a sign of its culture and if so, how? How does a
critic or a culture arrive at canonical preferences? Is the poem as lin-
guistic sign different from the poem as cultural token, and if so, how?
Can the word ‘poetry’ as a collective noun have any intelligible mean-
ing? Is meaning confined within national and historical borders
(allowing one to speak intelligibly of ‘English poetry” or ‘Greek poet-
ry,” but not of ‘poetry’)? Is ‘poetry’ mimetic, a representation of an
external world? If so, is it mimetic through its images, or through its
internal structures, or in some other way? Is all poetry necessarily
narrative, even the briefest lyric? ... Is poetry a possible object of
thought? Is it legitimate to read poems as sources of, or reflections of,
cultural practice? To what extent can one “‘understand” a poem one
reads in translation?” In a sense, it is these “hard questions” that are
being addressed throughout The Given and the Made and The Breaking
of Style. They are theoretical questions, per se, and Vendler is not
oblivious to the demands of theory, as she indicated in her essay-
review for the New York Review of Books in 1985, “Looking for Poetry
in America,” covering Dave Smith’s Local Assays, Robert Hass’s
Twentieth-Century Pleasures, and Robert von Halberg's American Poetry
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and Culture, 1945-1980, when she mildly took the two poets and the
academic to task for ignoring that “Every act of practical criticism, as
the theorists remind us, assumes positions silently taken on these
questions.” Clearly, Vendler is aware of her own theoretical assump-
tions. R

Her own alignment is clear from the essay “The Function of
Criticism” she wrote for the Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences in 1982, in which she identifies two critical camps, vari-
ously characterized by her as “the scientists of literature” and “the
rhapsodists of literature” or “the secular critic” and “the religious
critic”: “These two models [approaches practiced by ‘the rhapsodists
of literature’] are radically incompatible. The Barthian model, center-
ing on bliss, refuses to dispense with the signifier; the biblical model,
centering on ‘truth,” finds its true response in the signified. Though
the second, hermeneutical, model, could not finally avoid form-criti-
cism, it regards attention to the form chiefly as a means to a higher
end. It is from the hermeneutical model, with its persistent allegoriz-
ing tendency, that the vulgar notion of there being a ‘hidden mean-
ing’ in literature has arisen. The secular critic stays his eye on the sur-
face; the religious critic chooses to pass through the surface in search
of divine meaning. Both sorts of critics are always with us, though
under different names. The two critical schools will always remain
distrustful of each other, each finding the value of the work of art by a
method repellent to the other.” Vendler’s alignment with “secular”
criticism and possibly with the “rhapsodists” is evident from these
remarks, from her practice, and from three entries in the “On
Criticism” section of her 1988 collection, The Music of What Happens:
Poems, Poets, Critics, where she writes with respect and admiration for
Geoffrey Hartmann and Harold Bloom but with real affection for
Roland Barthes.

The text-centered practice of this critic “incorrigibly unhappy
without a text to dwell on” leads her to offer some forty-one specific
readings of poems in the seven lecture-essays of the two books
reviewed. These average about four pages in length, with the short-
est identifiable “reading” one page, and the longest, of seven pages,
devoted to Seamus Heaney’s “The Graubolle Man” (BS 52-59) and
“Terminus” (BS 60-67), and of six pages, to Jorie Graham’s “At Luca
Signorelli’s Resurrection of the Body” (GM 99-105; briefly discussed in
BS 76-77; and anthologized by Vendler in The Harvard Book of
Contemporary American Poetry). The number of readings per essay
ranges from two in the opening piece on Lowell (a poet whose work
is well known; and perhaps the one of the seven essays in which the
author’s thesis is most successfully integrated and carried through) to
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eight in the first Graham essay, which at thirty-nine pages is the
longest of the seven and may have been expanded from its original
lecture presentation.

The poems for which readings are offered range from well-known
anthology pieces (such as Hopkins” “Pied Beauty” and Lowell’s “For
the Union Dead”) to lesser works of well-known poets (such as
Hopkins’ “Moonrise,” BS 28-31 and Lowell’s “Square of Black,” a
three-part poem about Lincoln, GM 24-26) to works of recent poets
that Vendler is in the process of canonizing through her determined
attention (such as Heaney’s “The Graubolle Man” and “Terminus,”
Rita Dove’s “Thomas and Beulah” sequence and Graham’s “At Luca
Signorelli’s Resurrection of the Body”) to works so new that Vendler
herself is modestly tentative about their meaning (Dove’s “Medusa,”
GM 85-88) or that had not yet even been published at the time of the
lectures (Graham’s “The Turning,” BS 87-93).

In the ‘“fifties and ‘sixties, heyday of the New Criticism, one might
have felt absolved from the necessity of actually reading any poetry if
one read the critics, since they quoted so frequently and extensively.
Vendler is definitely in that tradition. She quotes entire fairly long
poems: Graham'’s “The Geese” (GM 94-95, 33 lines), “History” (GM
117-120, 36 lines), and “Notes on the Reality of the Self” (GM 125-29,
58 lines, interspersed with passages of the critic’'s commentary);
Dove’s “Aircraft” (21 lines). Altogether she quotes in full twenty
poems in the two volumes. And when it is not possible or appropri-
ate to quote whole poems she will include representative sections
(Dove’s “Parsley,” GM 72-75, 38 lines) or remarkable examples of
style, such as a fifty-six-line-long single sentence from Graham’s “The
Turning.” She is satisfied to offer short sections from a prohibitively
long poem such as Hopkins’ “The Wreck of The Deutschland” (BS 10-
12) if it is sufficiently well known. She can reluctantly refuse to quote
extensively or even treat a poem which is too long for inclusion, such
as Graham’s “Pollock and Canvas” (GM 105—seven sample lines are
offered). She offers an effective quick survey of John Berryman’s
major collection, the Dream Songs, quoting five poems in full, two in
part, and adverting to another(GM 45-51). Of course, brief allusions
to poems of the six poets appear passim in the Hopkins essay when
she offers an embedded reading, interrupting a discussion of “Spelt
from Sybil’s Leaves” (BS 32; 35-39) with one of “That Nature Is Like a
Heraclitean Fire” (BS 32-35), and quoting both poems in full.

The range of this critic’s reading techniques is broad, and part of
her strength is definitely-the choices she can make in matching her
arsenal of techniques to poets and poems. At one end of the range,
perhaps closest to mere explication de texte, is the system of “bracketed
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unfoldings” used to open up Graham’s “To the Reader” (GM 109-10),
in which a line of the poem is followed by a bracketed response from
the critic that unfolds the line’s references and meanings ... followed
by another line of the text, etc. It is as though the critic is at our
elbow while we read, prompting and guiding us. The height of her
linguistic approach would be in the recognition of the “nonsense lan-
guage of the id” created by John Berryman as part of his cartoonish
Henry persona: “It includes babytalk, childish spite-talk, Indian talk,
Scottish talk, lower-class talk, drunk-talk, archaism and anachronism,
megalomaniacal self-aggrandizing images, hysteria and hallucina-
tion, spell-casting, superstition, paranoid suspiciousness, slang, and
primitive syncretic structures of all sorts—sentence-fragments, incor-
rect grammar, babble, and so on” (GM 41—all this richly exemplified,
of course; see also the center of the commentary on Graham'’s style,
GM 92).

The thesis of The Breaking of Style, as well as the nature of
Hopkins’ genius, requires Vendler to launch into some bravura analy-
ses of this poet’s syntax, such as her recognition of the “perfect verbal
tautology” of the closing lines of Hopkins’ “That Nature Is Like a
Heraclitean Fire”: “immortal diamond,/ Is immortal diamond” (BS
35). Similarly, the thesis of that volume requires the most minute
inspection of individual poems of Heaney for significant grammatical
practices—verb domination in Poem XXIV of “Settings” (BS 60-7), for
which she provides an “adverbial scheme of simultaneity” (62) too
complicated to reproduce here. Leaving aside the obvious case of the
great innovator Hopkins, prosodic concerns bulk large in the discus-
sion of the progression of Jorie Graham'’s career, from early breath-
regulated short lines to late gaze-determined much longer lines
appropriate to a “teleologically regulated order of truth” (BS 78, 82).

The most characteristic Vendlerian discussions of imagery come
in the Rita Dove chapter of The Given and the Made, which succeeds in
elucidating the poet’s “dovetailing” patterns, later giving way to a
more open-ended treatment as the poet came to see that life lacks
conclusiveness and closure (GM 83). Also in the Dove chapter comes
what is perhaps the most elaborate structural analysis of the seven
lectures, which turns the “interlocking thematic snippets” of Thomas’
internal monologue in “Aircraft” first into an abstract rendering
(A:B:C:D:B:D:A:A:D:A /D:B:D:C:), which is then turned into a string
of code for the five stanzas of the poem, whose DN A reads

1) ABCDB: 10 lines

2) DA : 7lines
3) ADA/D: 4lines
1HB : 2lines
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5) DC : 2lines

Reading this out of the context of the discussion of the poem, of
course you cannot follow it. I have reproduced it to show the lengths
this critic will go to in taking apart a poem (GM 80-1).
Understandably, her thematic analyses are less technical. The high
points of this practice might be her declaration that for Hopkins, “the
beautiful was dangerous, irregular, and binary” (BS 9), that he was
compelled “to render accurately and fully his secondary intellectual
process, as well as his primary sensuous process” (BS 20), and that
Hopkins was a supremely ethical poet, “if the ethical responsibility of
a poet lies in his achievement of emotional accuracy through his
evolving imaginative, structural, and linguistic mimesis” (BS 40); that
throughout his career Lowell worked out a “recipe for history” (GM
12); that the motto for Heaney’s sense of the “intrinsic repellancy of
intransigent position-taking” might be his own distich, “When I
thought/ I would have second thoughts” (BS 63); that Graham'’s
“deepest subject is how to represent the unboundedness and intensity
of aspiration as it extends itself to fullest self-reflexivity with ample
awareness of its own creative powers” (GM 93; cf. 110, 120, and BS
84).

The extent to which Vendler is also a generic critic who seeks an
esthetic, a theory for lyric poetry, is evident from the nine “hard”
questions she asked in “Looking for Poetry in America” (quoted
above). In another plane, she has developmental concerns about each
poet’s shifts in subject, attitude, and style, and this comes out even in
the shorter form of her reviews. In the two books under considera-
tion here it would be specifically Hopkins and Graham in The
Breaking of Style (although this book as a whole is presented as a series
of four developmental studies) and Lowell in The Given and the Made
who are seen this way. The most intensely intertextual reading in the
two collections would have to be that of Hopkins” “Spelt from Sibyl's
Leaves,” which is interrupted by a reading of “That Nature Is Like a
Heraclitean Fire”: The one poem can only be understood in its rela-
tionship to the other (BS 32-9). The degree to which she is a compara-
tivist is evident from the frequency of allusion to the work of the four
poets to whom she has devoted full volumes—Herbert, Keats, Yeats,
Stevens—as well as other mainly American moderns, such as
Whitman, Dickinson, Moore, and Bishop (and in the case of Dove,
black precursors such as Paul Laurence Dunbar, Jay Wright, Langston
Hughes, and Gwendolyn Brooks).

Vendler comes closgst, perhaps, to cultural criticism in two dicta
from her chapter on Dove: “Any black writer in America must con-
front, as an adult, the enraging truth that the inescapable social accu-
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sation of blackness becomes ... a strong element of inner self-identifi-
cation. A black writer thus composes both with and against racial
identity” (GM 61), and “No black artist can avoid, as subject matter,
the question of skin color, and what it entails; and probably the same
is still true, if to a lesser extent, of the woman artist and the subject
matter of gender. Yet if these important subject matters are not pre-
sented by a dispassionate eye and a trained hand, the result will not
be art, and will not exert a gaze prompting the beholder to examine
his own conscience” (GM 77—this is Rita Dove’s “given”).

What qualities, then, are to be sought from the close readings of
Helen Vendler? To begin with, sheer useful information , as for
instance in the brief but highly pertinent biographies she offers on her
poets (e.g. Lowell, GM first lecture, passim; Berryman, GM 33-4; Dove,
GM 63; Graham, GM 91-2). Beyond that, an introduction to new
poets and new works worthy of our attention. Which is not to say
that her three living poets are obscure figures, by any means, Heaney
having just won the Nobel, Dove a Pulitzer, and Graham the author
of five collections of poems. But they are not yet household names,
even in academia, and Vendler is doing her part to domesticate them.
More importantly, elucidation of the poetic texts themselves, which is
what Vendler’s varied reading techniques, as outlined above, are all
aimed at. To some degree, confirmation of what we already know: a
pleasure I had with her readings of “For the Union Dead,” “Spelt
from Sibyl”s Leaves,” and “That Nature Is Like a Heraclitean Fire.”
Appreciation, naturally, is a bonus that follows from elucidation, par-
ticularly when one is in the hands of an educated enthusiast. And
then a broadening of one’s range, thanks to the information and intro-
duction that she offers. The highest version of any of these payoffs
could be called revelation: “This is what important poetry is now,”
we realize, “and this is how to read it!” Her aphorism, “Poetic lan-
guage is itself so finely discriminating that it must impose a practice
of discrimination and nuance and its critics as well” (“Looking for
Poetry in America”) is a principle that she lives up to in her own
practice. In the same essay she gives her three subjects a caveat
against a tone the critic had better not take: “The tone here [Dave
Smith, Local Assays]—a very American one—is that of the lay sermon,
in which the spiritual instruction of a pupil is undertaken by a spiri-
tual initiate.” The lay sermon, as she calls it, is marked by a celebra-
tory, initiatory, and hortatory tone. Vendler herself does not write
that way. She warns of two perils in trying to write well about
peotry—premature closure and being co-opted by the voice of the
poet: “how baffling it is to attempt to write well about poetry. Not
only can one offend by too rapid movement to précis [Robert von
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Halberg’s hasty reading of “Hell,” a war sonnet by Lowell, is beauti-
fully set right by her—"Looking for Poetry in America,” 29]; there are
other perils. “One’s critical language is always in danger of being
usurped by or contaminated by, the metaphoric and passional lan-
guage of the poet in question; and the more original and powerful the
poet, the greater likelihood of such contamination.” Vendler is
deeply empathetic with her contemporaries, but never is she taken
over by them. She is concerned that “Critical practice in America
nowadays suggests that the critics are not sure of themselves or of the
audience they address.” This is not the case with Vendler. In “The
Function of Criticism” she instances three angles of approach or
predilections in criticism: “An ideal criticism would bring specula-
tive thought, life experience, and anterior texts equally to bear on the
written work, but no critic’s mind can move in these three directions
at once. Finally, each critic must choose a single predilection.” She
herself manages to strike a nearly ideal balance of the three “predilec-
tions” in her readings, although perhaps with some tendency toward
bringing anterior texts to bear on the literary work.

In asking earlier whether the theses of her two collections of lec-
tures were simply “a convenient pretext upon which to hang readings
of individual poems” I meant to emphasize the excellence of the
many individual readings, but not to denigrate the quality of the sets
of lectures as a whole. Vendler herself has claimed, “All of us ...
become most interesting when we address a question genuinely
unanswered when we sit down to write” (“Looking for Poetry in
America”), and that is certainly what she did with these two books.
The thesis of each book is not just a pretext for hanging the readings
on, or a thread or principle binding them, or a device to make them
mutually illuminative, but “ a question genuinely unanswered.” In
the “introduction” to The Given and the Made she announces quite
plainly that her purpose will be “to discuss some personal donnée
which the poet could not avoid treating, and to see how he or she
found symbolic equivalents for it, and developed that material imagi-
natively over time. Lowell’s primary phantasmagoria is history;
Berryman’s the Freudian myth of the Id; Dove’s the imagination of
the forms of blackness; and Graham’s, the realm of the virtual or
invisible and its relation to the material world. These are develop-
ments from the inescapable existential données: Lowell’s genealogy
gave him history; Berryman’s uncontrollable manic-depressive illness
and severe alcoholism gave him the disgraceful Id; Dove’s skin color
gave her blackness. In Grahath's case, her trilingual education gave
her a sense of multiple linguistic, and therefore virtual, realms “to
square against material life” (xii). In the case of Lowell, Vendler’s
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overarching thesis makes possible an integrative survey of his whole
career. In the case of Berryman, it leads to many powerful readings.
Sometimes, how Dove handles blackness and femaleness seems a lit-
tle peripheral to the readings, except in the case of certain ones, like
that of “Medusa” at the end of the chapter. Perhaps in the case of the
final Graham chapter, the applicability of the general thesis is least
convincing, because little is made of her putative trilingualism. Yet
nonetheless, a powerful sense of her individuality and development
as a poet is conveyed.

In the “Introduction” to The Breaking of Style, Vendler announces
that she will focus on three poets, working at three fields of variation:
“What poets ... invent is the style of their epoch, which corresponds
to, and records, the feelings felt in their epoch. They do this through
their expressiveness... the expressiveness of prosody broken and re-
formed between youth and maturity by Hopkins; the expressiveness
of grammar broken and re-formed poem by poem by Heaney; and
the expressiveness of lineation broken and re-formed, volume after
volume, by Graham” (7). In the case of Hopkins she is able to give us
a sense of his total career in just thirty-one pages. The treatment of
Heaney seems almost too pointilist (if such can be held as a charge
with this critic!), yet it yields many illuminating readings. The vital
work of Jorie Graham seems to be still too much in progress to deter-
mine the final applicability of Vendler’s approach to her (but then
there is the other chapter on her in GM). On the whole, the book lives
up to its conclusion that “The style of our own inner kinesthetic
motions has, through them [the poets], been broken and remade; and
... in moments of the breaking of style it is ourselves that we remake”
(95).

Part of this remaking lies in the process of canon-formation.
Vendler modestly disclaims any important role for the critic in this
process, instead insisting that it is primarily a function of the poets
themselves: “canons are not made by governments, anthologists,
publishers, editors, or professors, but by writers. The canon, in any
language, is composed of the writers that other writers admire, and
have admired for generations. ... And writers admire writers not
because of their topics ... but because of their writing. And writers
admire writing not because it keeps up some schoolmasterly ‘stan-
dard’ but because it is ‘simple, sensuous, and passionate’ (as Milton
said)—strenuous, imaginative, vivid, new. The canon is always in
motion. ... the evolving canon is not the creation of critics but of
poets,” she reiterates, deferring to an article of Hugh Kenner’s in
Critical Inquiry devoted to the question of the literary canon
(“Looking for Poetry in America”; the determination is repeated in
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“Introduction: Contemporary American Poetry”). Nonetheless, it is
hard to believe that her own frequent reviewing of poetry for the New
York Review of Books, New York Times Book Review, and Poems, Poets,
Poetry: An Introduction and an Anthology, for Bedford Books of St.
Martin’s Press (1996) have not had a major influence in the formation
of the canon for lyric poetry, particularly American poetry and partic-
ularly that of the last half of this century. And her own disclaimer in
favor of the canonizing power of the poets is compromised somewhat
by her concern that “Most of the aspiring young poets in creative
writing classes know no poetry by heart. It looks as if the classical
and English canon may be slipping out of our grasp, to be replaced
by a modern canon of unrhymed and translated pieces” (“Looking
for Poetry in America”).

The influence of anthology selection is not to be underrated.
Vendler was early in the market with the Harvard Book of 1985, 440
pages, representing thirty-five poets, from Wallace Stevens through
Rita Dove, arranged chronologically according to their ages (largest
selections are thirty-six and twenty-nine pages, smallest are three,
four, and five pages). Although the marketplace for texts in introduc-
tion to poetry courses is crowded and highly competitive, St. Martin’s
is challenging the redoubtable Norton company for preeminence, and
Vendler’s anthology may be read by tens of thousands of college stu-
dents over the next couple of decades. It is unlikely that any one such
collection now can enjoy the dominance of Cleanth Brooks and
Robert Penn Warren’s Understanding Poetry, which helped to form the
tastes of generations of college students from its original publication
in 1938 through its Fourth Edition in 1976 (and the publishers keep it
available for use by stodgy old professors whose tastes have
remained with “Brooks and Warren”). Does she promote the same
old chestnuts in her collections? From our six poets in the two recent
sets of lectures under review, only four poems are included in both
collections, Lowell’s “For the Union Dead” (also in Brooks and
Warren!) and “Epilogue,” and Berryman’s Dream Songs 4 and 384 (the
last in the volume). The “canonicity” of the four American poets, at
least by Vendler’s estimation, is indicated no doubt by the frequency
of their inclusion: for Lowell, twenty-seven poems (HB 21; PPP 4 in
the “Introduction” section and 2 in the “Anthology” section = 6);
Berryman seventeen poems (HB 13; PPP 1 + 3 = 4); Graham ten ( HB
6; PPP 2 + 2 = 4); and Dove ten (HB 6; PPP 2 + 2 = 4). The two British
poets do not appear in the collection of Contemporary American Poetry,
of course; in the teaching anthology the Victorian Hopkins is repre-
sented by six poems (PPP 4 + 2) and the Irishman Heaney by four
(PPP 2 +2). Vendler has been generous and consistent in her advoca-
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cy of the poets who are her living contemporaries. For instance, she
calls Rita Dove “More than any other contemporary black poet... an
American icon of the beautiful” (GM 88; this may be partly a compli-
ment to the poet’s good looks). Her devotien to Graham is evident
from the serious and detailed attention she pays to her oeuvre in two
of the seven recent lectures, which cannot help but promote her
career.

This canon is aimed at you, reader. That is, the poems were writ-
ten for you, then and now. And the canonical discriminations in her
reviews, lectures, and book-length studies have been carried out by
Vendler at your service and in your interest. In a sort of apologia for
the practicing critic, she has warned, “No one can rise to the occasion
in every encounter with a poem...” (“Introduction: Contemporary
American Poetry,” 1985). Helen Vendler does.

— Reviewer William T. Cotton is an Associate Professor of English at
Loyola University.
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