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 I just realized, looking at — reading these poems yesterday, that several of these 

authors had rather tragic lives.  There seems to be, particularly in 20th century American 

literature, which is what we’re looking at, an awful lot of life failures along with artistic 

successes.  I thought about it when I was looking at John Berryman. 

 There’s a book that his first wife wrote — Eileen Simpson — called Poets in Their 

Youth.  And it’s about Berryman when he was a young man and the people he 

associated with, other poets like W. D. Snodgrass and Delmore Schwartz, and so forth, 

many of them with tragic lives.  Can you identify the quote she took that from, Poets in 

Their Youth?  Does that ring any bells?  William Wordsworth and “Resolution at 

Independence.”  He says, “We poets in our youth began in gladness, but in the end 

despondency and madness.”  And I’m afraid that just seems to happen to an awful lot of 

these, particularly the so-called confessional poets — which we’ll look at before we get 

through. 

 Well, Ted Roethke died at 55 which is too early.  But he was bedeviled by poor 

health and alcoholism, and several nervous breakdowns.  Born in Saginaw, Michigan, 

and it’s important to know that his grandfather and his father had greenhouses up there.  

And this is where he grew up.  And so many of these early poems are about the 

greenhouse experience.  I would think that would be pretty neat, growing up around, 

you know, plants and — but he can see the ugly side of it, of course.  The Waking, 

1953, won the Pulitzer Prize.  Roethke was like many poets of recent past connected to 

universities.  The university became the poet’s patron.  You no longer were writing 

essays for Lord So-and-So or writing poetry for Lord So-and-So, and dedicating your 
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book and hoping to get a stipend.  You worked for the university.  If all the poets who 

taught at universities were suddenly to lose their positions, that’d be the end of poetry in 

this country, pretty much.  Some might say that’s a good idea.  I don’t know. 

 He taught mostly for many, many years at the University of Washington where 

they put up with his behavior.  Because when he was good, he was very, very good.  

And he was apparently a wonderful teacher.  Just a couple of his students that they 

mention — James Wright, Richard Hugo, and David Wagoner — David Wagoner 

continues to be the editor of Poetry Northwest.  These are three significant writers who 

owed a great deal to Roethke. 

 But let’s look at the poems.  “Cuttings.”  Of course, this is a greenhouse setting 

and you know how cuttings work.  You make cuttings from plants and then you can 

grow new plants.  Last stanza — or second stanza: 

  One nub of growth 

  Nudges a sand-crumb loose, 

  Pokes through a musty sheath 

  Its pale tendrilous born. 

What detail.  What a visual image.  But it’s kind of like time-lapse photography.  

Remember those things in school where they’d show you the plants coming up and 

pushing the earth aside?  I always liked it when the mouse’s body got eaten by the 

worms, but that’s just another — do you remember that?  Whooo.  They got real busy 

and then there’s just a little skeleton.  Oh, I’m sorry.  Well, makes me think of Richard 

Eberhart, a poet who’s not in our book — called “The Groundhog.”  He finds a 
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groundhog’s body one blazing summer day and goes by it the rest of the summer until 

he watches it turn into what all things must return to. 

 “Cuttings (later).”  Look at the emphasis on the senses. 

I can hear, underground, that sucking and sobbing, 

  In my veins, in my bones I feel it,-- 

  The small waters seeping upward, 

  The tight grains parting at last. 

  When sprouts break out, 

  Slippery as fish 

  I quail, lean to beginnings, sheath-wet. 

I don’t think he can really hear the juices in the plants as they go back and forth.  But 

that kind of reminds me of Dillon Thomas, “The force that through the green fuse drives 

the flower,” the green fuse of the stem. 

 “Weed Puller” — this was his job, something a kid can do.  He can get down on 

his hands and knees, down in the nastiness, in the — well, what he calls fetor.  I had to 

look fetter up, f-e-t-o-r.  What’s fetor mean?  Rot?  Close, yeah.  Stench.  It’s really a 

smell.  The fetor of weeds.  But, you know, the flowers can’t live without the dirt.  

Flowers can’t grow without the roots.  And so somebody has to get down here and 

weed these things, what he calls “tugging all day at perverse life.”  The weed, of course, 

is the plant that is out of place and refuses to go away. 

The indignity of it!-- 

  With everything blooming above me, 
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  Lilies, pale-pink cyclamen, roses, 

  Whole fields lovely and inviolate,-- 

  Me down in that fetor of weeds, 

  Crawling on all fours, 

  Alive, in a slippery grave. 

 These three women — “Frau Bauman, Frau Schmidt, and Frau Schwartze” — 

who work in his grandpa’s greenhouse and apparently took care of him from time to 

time, but they’re certainly important in his memory.  And he can remember them, 

Like witches they flew along rows 

  Keeping creation at ease; 

trimming back and doing whatever needed to be done. 

  With a tendril for needle 

  They sewed up the air with a stem; 

  They teased out the seed that the cold kept asleep,-- 

  All the coils, loops, and whorls. 

  They trellised the sun; they plotted for more than themselves. 

     * * * 

  I remember how they picked me up, a spindly kid, 

  Pinching and poking my thin ribs 

  Till I lay in their laps, laughing, 

  Weak as a whiffet; 

  Now, when I’m alone and cold in my bed, 
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  They still hover over me, 

  These ancient leathery crones, 

  With their bandannas stiffened with sweat, 

  And their thorn-bitten wrists, 

  And their snuff-laden breath blowing lightly over me in my first sleep. 

That’s really awful and rather unpleasant, but he still has fond memories of these 

women.  I like that line, “thorn-bitten wrists.”  If you do much work outside or you’re 

gonna work around roses and so forth, you will have thorn-bitten wrists. 

 Which gets us to “My Papa’s Waltz.”  I think — I don’t know.  I think I like this one 

better than any of Roethke’s.  For one thing, it’s so accessible.  But, at the same time, 

I’ve been disturbed in recent years by the hideous interpretation that has been made of 

this poem and that has had some circulation, and I’m sure you have come across it.  

How many of you were told that this poem was about child abuse?  See?  Just one?  

Well, wonderful.  Well, never mind.  Just skip it.  We’re the only ones that — who told 

you that? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Junior high school.  My wife told me about it in one of her classes that somebody had 

brought it up, that this was — that the poem was being taught that way. 

 I had a paper from a student one time who was talking about this poem as child 

abuse.  And when I objected, she brought me an essay from The Explicator which takes 

this poem apart and shows how this poem is about child abuse.  I always thought The 

Explicator was a lousy publication, a horrible magazine, and now I know it is.  And the 
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next time we go through our serials and decide what we can keep and what we can 

leave, I think we’ll just leave The Explicator behind.  You know, you can find foolishness 

anywhere you want to look at it, and look at this.  “My Papa’s Waltz.”  I think it was only 

in recent times that this 1948 poem became one of child abuse. 

  The whiskey on your breath 

  Could make a small boy dizzy; 

  But I hung on like death; 

  Such waltzing was not easy. 

    * * * 

  We romped until the pans 

  Slid from the kitchen shelf; 

  My mother’s countenance 

  Could not unfrown itself. 

    * * * 

  The hand that held my wrist 

  Was battered on one knuckle; 

  At every step you missed 

  My right ear scraped a buckle. 

    * * * 

  You beat time on my head 

  With a palm caked hard by dirt, 

  Then waltzed me off to bed 
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  Still clinging to your shirt.  

 I guess what does it is they’ve got whiskey in here, and they’ve got a frowning 

mother, and they’ve got right ears being scraped and time being beat on his head, and 

so forth.  But there’s no violence in this poem.  This is a dance.  This is a waltz that the 

father performs with the boy before he sends him to bed.  “The whiskey on your breath / 

Could make a small boy dizzy.”  Well, what’s the old man been up to all day?  I don’t 

know that he’s been drinking all day, but he’s been working in that greenhouse, hasn’t 

he?  That’s why is palm is caked hard with dirt and he’s apparently had a drink. 

 He’s picked up the boy “but I hung on like death; / Such waltzing was not easy.”  

Where are they?  In the kitchen.  That would be an appropriate place for this to happen.  

“We romped” — romped.  Now, romp is not a violent word, is it?  “. . . romped until the 

pans / Slid from the kitchen shelf.”  And this is funny: “My mother’s countenance” — her 

face, her appearance, her visage — “Could not unfrown itself.”  That is a rather 

humorous way to put the idea that somebody’s angry.  She’s frowning, but she’s trying 

— she’s fighting her frown.  She just can’t unfrown it because he’s knocking her kitchen 

around and swinging this kid around in there. 

 “At every step you missed / My right ear scraped a buckle.”  Well, sometimes 

when you’re roughhousing.  I know that I used to make regular trips to the optometrist to 

have my glasses bent back into some kind of semblance of order after romping, if that’s 

what you want to call it, with kids.  When my sons were younger — I don’t do this 

anymore, but if I took my glasses off that was the signal for oh-oh.  There’s going to be 

some wrestling done here.  There’s gonna be — you know.  Even the 10-year-old is so 
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big now I don’t know if I could take him on anymore.  The old blow on the belly thing is 

getting a little bit old.  I guess I tried the last time with him was two summers ago when 

Cole broke one of my ribs. [Inaudible] said, “I think you threw Dad down a little hard that 

time.”  But, you know, you have to give it up after a while.  But this is fun.  “You beat 

time on my head / With a palm caked hard by dirt, / Then waltzed me off to bed.”  Don’t 

you see the boy still clinging? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  That’s what they’re — they’re dancing like that, yeah. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Sure.  Dance with me. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, sure.  I mean, don’t you have memories of that?  I hope you don’t have a 

recovered memory some day of and say, “You know, maybe Dad was beating us up all 

that time.”  I don’t think so. 

 Elizabeth Bishop, born in Massachusetts in 1911, lived all over the world.  Died in 

1979 at 68.  I’m not sure what the cause of death was.  I wouldn’t be surprised if it was 

cancer.  I heard Elizabeth Bishop read.  She visited the campus where I was one time 

for several weeks — not several weeks, several days — University of Arkansas.  And I 

lit her Luckies the whole time she was there and she smoked a great deal of them.  

Some people were upset.  You all probably know Fayetteville a little bit or some of you 

know Fayetteville.  You know that long, ugly stretch between Fayetteville and 

Springfield?  It’s just kind of like Glenstone gone wild.  They put her up at a Holiday Inn 
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or something, up there on that stretch of road.  And some people said, “Oh, we can’t put 

Mrs. — Elizabeth Bishop, Mrs. Bishop — not Mrs., but Miss Bishop up there.”  She 

enjoyed it because her room was in the back of this Holiday Inn and there was a 

pasture out there and a cow had just calved.  And she had her binoculars with her and 

she said she enjoyed the whole afternoon because she watched the calf, you know, 

getting up and starting to walk, and the cow licking it, and this and that.  So I was glad 

that her experience of Arkansas wasn’t all that hideous.  Ann Sexton was supposed to 

come the previous year but her psychiatrist told her she couldn’t travel in the South.  So 

I wonder what she would’ve made of that, of that cow. 

 At any rate, Bishop lived — as I said, she lived many places.  They mention 

Brazil.  She lived in Brazil for 16 years, the setting of her great poem “The Armadillo.”  

She published her complete poems when she was 58.  She lived another 10 years.  I 

thought that was a rather nervy thing to do.  She’s also associated with Robert Lowell.  

They critiqued each other and influenced each other quite a bit.  And the latter poems, 

what they call Terrain of Memory and Autobiography, probably comes from influence of 

Lowell — who influenced many including Plath and Sexton.  She won the Pulitzer in 

1955. 

 I should feel worse about this than I do, but I don’t.  I only assigned one poem by 

Bishop because I think it’s a great poem and you need to come across it if you haven’t 

previously: “The Fish.”  And you probably are familiar with that poem, are you not?  This 

is one that you have come across?  I say I should feel bad about it because when 

Bishop read, she said, “I’m going to read you a poem of mine that I haven’t read for 
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many years,” she said, “because for a time there I was afraid I would become a one 

poem poet.  Because this is the one that always gets in the anthologies.”  And then she 

read “The Fish.”  And so now, 15 years later, what do I do?  I assign you “The Fish.”  

But if you’re gonna be a one poem poet, you might as well be that.  And Elizabeth 

Bishop was certainly not a one poem poet. 

 But let me read a lot of this to you because I want you to look at the imagery.  

She is known for her eye for detail, beautiful detail.  First person. 

  I caught a tremendous fish 

  and held him beside the boat 

  half out of water, with my hook 

  fast in a corner of his mouth. 

  He didn’t fight. 

  He hadn’t fought at all. 

  He hung a grunting weight, 

  battered and venerable 

  and homely.   

Look at this metaphor. 

  Here and there 

  his brown skin hung in strips 

  like ancient wallpaper, 

Oh, if you’ve ever had to take old wallpaper off of walls.  That’s just perfect.  Perfect. 

  Shapes like full-blown roses 
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  stained and lost through age. 

  He was speckled with barnacles, 

  fine rosettes of lime, 

  and infested 

  with tiny white sea-lice, 

Look at that detail. 

  And underneath two or three 

  rags of green weed hung down. 

  While his gills were breathing in 

  the terrible oxygen 

  --the frightening gills, 

  fresh and crisp with blood, 

  that can cut so badly— 

  I thought of the coarse white flesh 

  packed in like feathers, 

That image worries me a little bit because it would be — the coarse white flesh packed 

in would be cooked, wouldn’t it?  The image you see? 

  the big bones and the little bones, 

  the dramatic reds and blacks 

  of his shiny entrails, 

She hasn’t opened this fish yet.  She’s just imagining it. 

  and the pink swim-bladder 
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  like a big peony. 

If you know what a peony looks like, a globed peony that Keats talks about.  That’s 

perfect.  Well, she describes the eyes very well, particularly with the image of the eyes 

in glass.  Then she looks at his face — line 45: 

  I admired his sullen face, 

  the mechanism of his jaw, 

  and then I saw 

  that from his lower lip 

  --if you could call it a lip— 

  grim, wet, and weaponlike, 

  hung five old pieces of fish-line, 

  or four and a wire leader 

  with the swivel still attached, 

  with all their five big hooks 

  grown firmly in his mouth. 

Do you think Elizabeth Bishop actually caught a fish that had these hooks?  Doesn’t this 

seem so beautifully observed that it must be real?  You don’t think she did? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They won’t last?  This poem’s a lie?  Joe, what else have you ruined for me?  I mean, I 

can bait a cricket and that’s about as far as I can go with fishing.  Well, okay.  Well, let’s 

get to the end of this poem.  We’ll see what you think about that.  Because I can 

remember the way Bishop read this and I’ll try to duplicate at least her inflection. 
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 But she compares these remains of old battles  

Like medals with their ribbons 

  frayed and wavering, 

  I stared and stared 

  and victory filled up 

  the little rented boat, 

  from the pool of bilge 

  where oil had spread a rainbow 

  around the rusted engine 

  to the bailer rusted orange, 

  the sun-cracked thwarts, 

  the oarlocks on their strings, 

  the gunnels--until everything 

  was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow! 

  And I let the fish go. 

 Now, you guys have usually disagreed with me on aesthetic things.  I’d like to cut 

the last line.  I would sincerely like to remove that.  I would like to end that with the 

image of the oil on the water, and the bottom of the boat, and rainbow, rainbow, rainbow 

— and that’s it.  Why let him go?  He’s fought these valiant battles and done all this.  It’s 

time to retire. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

I don’t think I’d want to eat this fish.  He seems rather — yeah.  You know, the catch 
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and release thing, I realize that’s what people do.  But I don’t think of it from the point of 

view of the fish.  You know, talk about the terrible oxygen.  How’d you like to be dragged 

underwater, looked at, admired, photographed, this and that, and then let go?  Poor old 

battered fish goin’ “Oh, man.” 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yes.  It’d be a purpose in your life. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  They’re hooked up in the top of the mount.  Well, somebody probably — 

probably manipulated this fish and handed it to Bishop to see what she could do.  I don’t 

know.  Well, no longer will I teach Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish” so she won’t be a one 

poem poet anymore.  How amazing. 

 You know, really there was a — it is a great poem.  It is truly a great poem.  The 

details, for one thing, are truly great.  I just wish she hadn’t released it.  But, at the same 

time, maybe it is a good idea.  Somebody once talked about one of the differences 

between Judaism and Christianity was kind of like the old lunker in the lake that people 

are always trying to catch, and somebody always — you know, “I hooked him and he 

broke the line,” and this and that.  Well, once you catch him, it’s over.  You know, if the 

Messiah is yet to come, there’s still anticipation.  An interesting way to look at it. 

 Robert Hayden.  Born in Detroit and spent much of his childhood there in a very 

poor neighborhood with an unfortunate domestic situation.  He had foster parents who 

apparently — and for a time his mother also lived there.  But the references to the 

angers in the house, I think, has to do with that.  And I believe that the father described 
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in “Sunday Morning” is probably — if this is autobiographical and it seems easy to think 

that it is — would be his foster father. 

 He said, “I lived in the midst of so much turmoil all the time I didn’t know if I loved 

or hated.”  At any rate, he taught at Fisk University for some time.  His most famous 

poem is the “Middle Passage” which is an account, a poetic account, of the slave 

passages, the slave ships, which includes some discussion of The Amistad.  You may 

remember that they made a movie about that just a couple of years ago. 

 He is another one of our writers who became associated with the Writers Project, 

the Federal Writers Project, of the WPA, the Works Progress Administration, like 

Eudora Welty and others who got into that.  From 1968 until his death in 1980, he was a 

professor of English at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor.  In 1976 he became the 

first African American to be appointed poetry consultant to the Library of Congress.  

Poetry consultant evolved into the poet laureateship.  We didn’t have a poet laureate so 

we had a poetry consultant which he was. 

 But I want you to look at one of my favorite poems which is “Those Winter 

Sundays.”  There’s some — yeah, another father/son poem here.  Let me read you this 

one. 

  Sundays too my father got up early 

  and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold, 

  then with cracked hands that ached 

  from labor in the weekday weather made 

  banked fires blaze.  No one ever thanked him. 
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    * * * 

  I’d wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking. 

  When the rooms were warm, he’d call, 

  and slowly I would rise and dress, 

  fearing the chronic angers of that house, 

    * * * 

  Speaking indifferently to him, 

  who had driven out the cold 

  and polished my good shoes as well. 

  What did I know, what did I know 

  of love’s austere and lonely offices? 

That’s one of those lines I’d give my right arm for, what did I know.  What’s the point of 

view?  How old is the speaker? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Is he still — how old was he when it happened.  Yeah, maybe he was school 

age.  But now he’s an adult and he’s looking back.  He has children of his own, I 

imagine.  But at the time he didn’t understand.  He didn’t know.  He only came to learn 

later.  That’s one of the tragedies or maybe not tragedies of our lives.  So many times 

we have to live through what others have gone through before we ever realize what 

they went through.  “Sundays too my father got up early.”  That a significant word, “too.”  

So he got up early every day of the week.  On Sundays when he doesn’t have to get up 

early, he gets up to heat the house so the children will not be cold. 



ENG 351 Lecture 28 17 
 
 Why does he polish his shoes?  Probably going to church, I would imagine.  

“Love’s austere and lonely offices.”  “Offices” is a strange word.  Several meanings of 

the word office: duty, task, role, this is my office.  Also the office is in certain ceremonial 

rites, the things that go on here.  This is kind of like a rite that he does in the morning 

which is making the house warm, polishing the shoes.  Another meaning of office is 

service.  These are the offices that he performed.  So I think it’s just an absolutely 

wonderful word that sums up an awful lot. 

 Randall Jarrell.  Speeding along here.  Jarrell will probably be best remembered 

for his criticism.  He was a beautiful writer, a wonderful writer of non-fiction, as well as a 

poet and he was quite a teacher.  Lowell -- Robert Lowell, Delmore Schwartz, and John 

Berryman were people who looked to Randall Jarrell for judgments on artistic tastes. 

 He was born in Nashville and attended Vanderbilt.  He left Vanderbilt — he took 

a psychology degree — and then went on to graduate work in English.  In ‘37 in went to 

Nashville, left Nashville to teach at Kenyon College in Ohio with his former Vanderbilt 

professor, John Crowe Random, another poet and teacher, who was the leader of the 

Fugitives.  But most of his time was spent — his teaching career from 1947 until his 

death — at the Women’s College of the University of North Carolina at Greensboro 

which is now UNC at Greensboro, I believe, and still has a very fine writing program. 

 During World War II he trained as an Army Air Force pilot.  I don’t think he ever 

saw combat, but still that gives a little bit of background for a poem like “The Ball Turret 

Gunner.”  He wrote from various points of view including several times from the point of 

view of women, The Woman at the Washington Zoo.  It’s an amazing thing.  A lot of 
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male writers sometimes like to do that, like to try to take a female persona.  You may 

have noticed that Ted Roethke used to tell his students to write as if you were 

somebody else.  I had a poetry instructor tell me one time — he says, “You need to pick 

a persona, try a persona.”  I said, “Why?”  He said, “How about an Indian princess.”  

What, like I couldn’t come up with much.  But to get out of yourself. 

 A woman writer explained to me one time that she thought, because I’ve written 

stuff from women’s points of view — she said, “I think you guys do that because you 

feel like you’re liberated a little bit.  It frees you up, frees your anima up a little bit, frees 

up your feminine side and you were able to express yourself a little bit differently than if 

you were busy being macho macho man.”  So I don’t know whether it’s true or not.  But 

the woman he describes in here seems to very real, to me.  So women like to try that? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 You probably can.  That would be pretty scary, wouldn’t it?  Really.  So that was 

good.  I’m assuming the point of view was a male point of view?  Yeah.  Okay.  Well, 

that’s good.  I feel like writing.  We ought to just break this up and go write something, 

don’t you think?  Pretty soon. 

 Let’s see.  Jarrell died — they mentioned his death here.  He had a breakdown in 

February of ‘65 but returned to teaching.  In October he was run over by a car.  Many 

people feel that that was not an accident, that Jarrell just simply stepped out in front of 

this car there in Carolina. 

 But “The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner.”  I imagine you’re familiar with this one, 

but this is one that people like to use when the boys say I don’t like poetry because it’s 
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all posies and flowers and little lambs who made thee, or something like that.  This is 

about as violent as a poem can get.  You know, little boys — you can read this poem to 

little boys because they love anything that’s violent and has blood and guts, and so 

forth, in it even better.  Of course it’s not totally easy. 

 “The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner.”  In that footnote is Jarrell’s footnote.  The 

poem is always published with this.   

From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State. 

  And I hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze. 

  Six miles from earth, loosed from its dream of life, 

  I woke to black flak and the nightmare fighters. 

  When I died they washed me out of the turret with a hose. 

And the significant part of that footnote is always the hose was a steam hose.  If you 

have ever been around a steam hose or used a steam hose, what comes out of there is 

such a high temperature.  You clean equipment with it, equipment that you’ve been 

using organic stuff with.  Like I use a steam hose to clean the tar, the kind of stuff that 

you spray on the street, and this would get in the metal.  And you’d put that in the steam 

— whatever is organic just is atomized.  It just disappears. 

 So you understand how the ball turret works, it’s that turret on the bottom of the 

B-17 or B-24 or B-25, those bombers that bomb the Rumanian oil fields and bomb 

Germany.  They would usually use a small man because he’d fit in there.  He would ride 

to the bomb site or ride to the target next to the turret.  And then if they came under 

attack, he would literally drop into a harness and be suspended upside down while he 
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moved his turret with his feet in front of these 50 caliber machine guns at the planes 

who were attacking him from beneath.  I cannot imagine a more horrific situation than to 

be trying to fight while you’re hanging upside down. 

 Let’s explicate it a little bit.  “From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State.”  Oh, 

has everybody read The World According to Garp?  Remember The World According to 

Garp?  Garp was a ball turret gunner.  Garp’s father.  “From my mother’s sleep I fell into 

the [capital S] State.”  That’s the most troublesome portion of this poem, I think.  They 

named those airplanes sometimes, usually for women and so forth, but I don’t think it’s 

like his bomber’s the State of Mississippi or something.  I think capital S State is more 

like the Higalean state.  It’s the State.  It’s the machine.  It’s the government.  From the 

innocence of childhood — his mother’s sleep — “and I hunched in its belly till my wet fur 

froze.” Of course, if he’s hunched like this position and bent over like this, and he’s 

upside down, what position is that?  The fetal position.  And he’s in the belly of this 

aircraft.  “Till my wet fur froze.”  Why does he have fur, why is it wet, and why would it 

be freezing?  Uh-hmm? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  Those planes weren’t pressurized.  They had to wear oxygen masks.  And 

so, yeah.  Bomber jackets with the fur collar.  And if you’re upside down and you’re 

sweating, you’re gonna sweat — you’ve got on a flight jacket and thermal underwear 

and all that kind of stuff — you’ll be sweating into your hair and into the collar of the 

jacket.  So that would freeze at six miles without any heat. 

 “Six miles from earth, loosed from its dream of life, / I woke to” -- reality and that’s 
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the nightmare.  “I woke to black flak and the nightmare fighters.”  I think black flak is 

great.  Ack, black, flak.  Doesn’t it kind of sound like that, the ack-ack guns, those things 

that explode at an altitude?  You see those black explosions in the old war movies.  And 

“the nightmare fighters.”  I don’t know.  I think a Messerschmidt coming at me while I’m 

hanging upside down would be pretty nightmarish. 

 Of course, this is — this is a stillbirth.  The image is that of an unborn child that is 

killed in the womb.  If he took a hit in the turret — well, obviously the plane got back.  

You see those films from World War II of the crews at the bases in England, waiting for 

the planes to return, sometimes from bases in the Mediterranean islands of Catch-22.  

But sometimes the crews would have to turn around and go back.  But this plane limped 

home and — well, they washed him out of the turret with a steam hose so the plane was 

intact.  And where he had been, he was probably all over the place.  His body would be 

inside the turret and his body would be dripping over Rumania or wherever they had 

done it. 

 But the webbing in the guns if the guns were blasted, they could be replaced.  

The hardware in there, all you need is just the steam hose to get all that biology out of 

there and then what do you need?  Another little guy.  You look about right.  You’ll fit 

here.  Because which is more important: getting a plane back or getting that gunner 

back?  Because you can always get another gunner.  I think that’s the point of this.  This 

is not a pro-war poem, I don’t believe. 

 “Next Day.”  Isn’t it amazing where you can find poetry just about anyplace?  At 

the supermarket, look at the names of the products. 
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Moving from Cheer to Joy, from Joy to All, 

Isn’t that ridiculous when you think about it? 

  I take a box 

I’m gonna go to the story and buy a little Joy.  Well, get me some Cheer while you’re 

there. 

  And add id to my wild rice, my Cornish game hens. 

  The slacked or shorted, basketed, identical 

  Food-gathering flocks 

  Are selves I overlook.   Wisdom, said William James, 

    * * * 

  Is learning what to overlook.  And I am wise 

  If that is wisdom. 

 So we have a female persona, a woman obviously of some middle age at least.  

Her husband’s at work.  We find out her daughter’s away at school and her sons are 

away at school.  They have a certain amount of — oh, what’s their economic status?  

Everybody’s off to school, at any rate.  She doesn’t have a job apparently, a job outside 

the home as they used to say.  She has the leisure to shop.  And look what she shops 

for: Cornish game hens and wild rice.  She’s apparently quite a cook and she must set a 

nice table.  They live well.  She has a dog, she has a maid — you know, she’s a pretty 

comfortable middle-class woman.  

 But she’s not happy.  Notice she’s driving a station wagon.  I don’t know if you all 

know what station wagons were.  When my first child was on the way, I bought a station 
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wagon because I thought you were supposed to.  It just seemed like this was what you 

had to do.  But this is the — this is the SUV of the ‘60s.  She says, 

What I’ve become [line 10] 

  Troubles me even if I shut my eyes. 

    * * * 

  When I was young and miserable and pretty 

  And poor, I’d wish 

  What all girls wish: to have a husband, 

  A house and children.  Now that I’m old . . . 

How old is she?  Is she old?  She’s probably past 40 but not much.  Now that I’m old — 

this is a relative thing.  A student wrote an essay about his grandfather the other day — 

I think his grandfather was like 78 years old — and he’s getting worried.  He says, “Well, 

I’m gonna get old one day and I won’t be able to do all the things I like to do.”  Okay.  

It’s all your attitude. 

Now that I’m old, my wish 

  Is womanish: 

  That the boy putting groceries in my car 

    * * * 

  See me.  It bewilders me he doesn’t see me. 

  For so many years 

  I was good enough to eat: the world looked at me 

  And its mouth watered.  How often they have undressed me, 
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  The eyes of strangers! 

 And in the supermarket — oh, I don’t know if you shop very often, but in the 

supermarket it’s kind of odd, the outfits and the demeanor and so forth that you see, a 

little Easter parade. 

Now I am good [she says] 

  The last mistaken, 

  Ecstatic, accidental bliss, the blind 

    * * * 

  Happiness that, bursting, leaves upon the palm 

  Some soap and water— 

  It was so long ago. 

Now she’s good.  Don’t you like that image of a bubble?  “The blind / Happiness that, 

bursting, leaves upon the palm / Some soap and water--.”  That’s all it was. 

  I am afraid [she ends the poem], this morning, of my face. 

  It looks at me 

  From the rear-view mirror, with the eyes I hate, 

  The smile I hate.  Its plain, lined look 

  Of gray discovery 

  Repeats to me: “You’re old.”  That’s all, I’m old. 

    * * * 

  And yet I’m afraid, as I was at the funeral 

  I went to yesterday. 
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  My friend’s cold made-up face, granite among its flowers, 

  Her undressed, operated-on, dressed body 

  Were my face and body. 

  As I think of her I hear her telling me 

    * * * 

  How young I seem; I am exceptional; 

  I think of all I have. 

  But really no one is exceptional, 

  No one has anything, I’m anybody, 

  I stand beside my grave 

  Confused with my life, that is commonplace and solitary. 

A little epiphany at the grocery store.  Nobody’s looking at me anymore.  And then she 

thinks of her dead friend.  Isn’t that a wonderful line, “her undressed, operated-on, 

dressed body.”  What the funeral home will put on the bill.  They call it preparation.  I’ve 

always wondered preparing for what, but that’s the preparation charges.  Commonplace 

and solitary, the tragedy of ordinary lives.  There’s a phrase from Randall Jarrell — he 

talks about the dailyness of life and this is certainly that.  Makes me feel like I know her. 

 Well, John Berryman.  How’d you do with John Berryman?  If you’ve never come 

across him before, was this a bit of a shock?  I’ll tell you one thing: read him out loud.  

Berryman helps if you read him out loud. 

 I mentioned the biography, Poets in Their Youth, and I recommend it.  Ilene 

Simpson is really good.  But the whole scene of the so-called confessional poets — 
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Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, Robert Lowell, W. D. Snodgrass, and, of course, John 

Berryman — were poets who wrote about matters that were very personal, very private.  

Lowell will claim that Ginsberg liberated him so that he could do that.  That may be.  

Most of them ended up dying at their own hands.  Robert Lowell had a cerebral incident 

that killed him but I think he would’ve gotten around to it someday.  

 W. D. Snodgrass is still with us and I think the reason he’s still with us is he quit 

writing this kind of poetry.  “Heart’s Needle” is a wonderful, beautiful — I think it won the 

Pulitzer Prize — poem about his — for his daughter whose custody he lost in a bitter 

divorce.  And it’ll wreck you.  It is a very, very, very moving but tragic poem.  Several 

years later, Snodgrass quit writing that kind of poetry, like “April Inventory” and others, 

and began to write — well, “In the Fuhrer Bunker” which is a poem with points of view of 

Eva Braun and Goebbels and all these people waiting for the Russians to get to Berlin.  

It’s not him anymore.  It’s not his heart, it’s not his guts that are being spread out there 

for the world to look at.   

 At any rate, Berryman — as he said, “I was a scholar” — he’s more of a scholar 

than a writer.  He did a lot of scholarly writing and teaching.  He was an authority on 

Shakespeare.  He wrote a book about Stephen Crane.  He was one of Phillip Levine’s 

teachers, in fact, at Wayne State and then later he taught at Harvard.  From 1955 — I 

guess this was where Levine was his student, at the University of Minnesota where he 

was teaching when he died. 

 Of course, once again, Berryman suffered from a nervous breakdown and 

alcoholism like so many of these people.  I don’t know the connect.  There’ve been a lot 
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of studies done.  He committed suicide by leaping from a Minneapolis bridge.  He was 

on campus.  He dropped himself — I think it was something like 70 feet down to the 

frozen Mississippi River.  Apparently he waved bye-bye to a campus cop as he walked 

by before he left. 

 He had a poem in progress on the kitchen table back in his apartment and he 

was just talking about how much he dreaded going to school that day.  “Oh, the 

students, the students” was one of the lines.  I think he should have sought — you 

know, he would hospitalize himself from time to time and this was another time to do it.  

He was only 57 years old. 

 “Homage to Mistress Bradstreet” is a book-length poem which took him over a 

year — a couple of years to write and he actually just — he became Anne Bradstreet.  

He got into her soul.  But what he’ll be remembered for besides that poem are “The 

Dream Songs.”  And that’s why I thought I’d read you a couple of ‘em so you can hear 

‘em. 

 He identifies the speaker as Henry.  At any rate, he talks about Henry third 

person, sometimes first person.  Henry is “a white American, early middle-aged.”  Not 

the poet, not me.  Sometimes he appears in blackface like a minstrel show.  One line 

will be in there, “That’s enough of that, Mr. Bones.”  But it is, in fact, of course, the 

author. 

 Look at number 14.  This always makes me think of my mom. 

Life, friends, is boring.  We must not say so. 

  After all, the sky flashes, the great sea yearns, 
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  we ourselves flash and yearn, 

  and moreover my mother told me as a boy 

  (repeatingly) ‘Ever to confess you’re bored 

  means you have no 

    * * * 

  Inner Resources.’  I conclude now I have no 

  inner resources, because I am heavy bored. 

  Peoples bore me, 

  literature bores me, especially great literature, 

  Henry bores me, with his plights & gripes 

  as bad as achilles, 

    * * * 

  who loves people and valiant art, which bores me. 

  And the tranquil hills, & gin, look like a drag 

  and somehow a dog 

  has taken itself & its tail considerably away 

  into mountains or sea or sky, leaving 

  behind: me, wag. 

 You ever have those days?  Life, friends, is boring though we must not say so.  

Well, I have no inner resources.  I like the part where he says “literature bores me, 

especially great literature.”  You know, every now and then you just want some trash, 

don’t you?  Every now and then.  “Well, what am I going to read next?  Oh, I know.  I’ve 
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got the Tarterhouse of Parma on my list.  I think I’ll read that new book by Amos.”  You 

know, that might be more fun.  What’s the name of the author who got run over?  Yeah, 

that’s what I’ll do.  I’ll go read a Steven King book.  I like the way you guys can identify 

Steven King.  That’s the only way I could come at him without offending, was that I 

knew he’d been run over. 

 Well, just a couple more of these poems that I wanted to talk about.  We’re nearly 

out of time and we probably could wait until next time to do it.  I’ll see you guys. 

 


