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 Let’s finish discussing Gwendolyn Brooks.  I would like your indulgence to make 

up for last time.  I really was blind.  It was — and one of you saved my life, with my 

visual migraine which sent me into something of a panic.  Something else I’ve learned is 

you should never — you should never read a poem in public that you haven’t read for 

many years.  It can sneak up on you and kick you, and that’s what this poem did.  I 

haven’t looked at The Chicago Defender poem for a long, long, long time.  And here I 

am, half blinded, and then I got emotional at the end of it.  So I apologize for that and 

see if I can get through this with a decent reading.  That happened to me one time 

before with a poem called “April Inventory” by W. D. Snodgrass.  And sometimes, you 

know, poetry has a — has a way of getting to you, whether you want it to or not. 

 But let me — it’s a good poem.  It’s only a few minutes long.  If you can bear with 

it, I wanted to get that on in the lesson.  This was the poem that I asked Gwendolyn 

Brooks why she didn’t read it while she was here and she said she no longer liked the 

ending of it.  So I particularly want you to pay attention to the ending of it.  She asked 

me why I liked it and I said because I’m from Little Rock, and then she inquired, “How 

old were you in 1957?”  And when I told her I was eleven, it was okay.  That obviously I 

could not have been part of the rabble and the white trash that was out at Central High 

School during that time. 

 People in Little Rock like to say that they were not as bad as some of the things 

that went on in the rest of the South.  I thought about this when I was reading Robert 

Lowell’s poem, “For the Union Dead,” with the statues of Colonel Shaw and his black 

infantry in Boston Commons.  Boston was one of the nastiest integration sites, 
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integration battles.  It was all over the country.  It wasn’t just in the South.  But, of 

course, we remember and should remember places like Birmingham and Selma and 

Memphis, and some of the awful things that went on down there, but Little Rock 

happened to be first.  And so that’s the thrust of this poem is that the reporter from the 

black newspaper from Chicago comes down here and finds out — well, the message 

that he sends back that he can’t. 

     Fall, 1957 

  In Little Rock the people bear 

  Babes, and comb and part their hair 

  And watch the want ads, put repair 

  To roof and latch.  While wheat toast burns 

  A woman waters multiferns. 

    * * * 

  Time upholds, or overturns, 

  The many, tight, and small concerns. 

    * * * 

  In Little Rock the people sing 

  Sunday hymns like anything, 

  Through Sunday pomp and polishing. 

    * * * 

  And after testament and tunes, 

  Some soften Sunday afternoons 
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  With lemon tea and Lorna Doones. 

    * * * 

  I forecast 

  And I believe 

  Come Christmas Little Rock will cleave 

  To Christmas tree and trifle, weave, 

  From laugh and tinsel, texture fast. 

    * * * 

  In Little Rock is baseball; Barcarolle. 

  That hotness in July . . . the uniformed figures raw and implacable 

  And not intellectual, 

  Batting the hotness or clawing the suffering dust. 

  The Open Air Concert, on the special twilight green . . . . 

  When Beethoven is brutal or whispers to lady-like air. 

  Blanket-sitters are solemn, as Johann troubles to lean 

  To tell them what to mean. . . . 

    * * * 

  There is love, too, in Little Rock.  Soft women softly 

  Opening themselves in kindness, 

  Or, pitying one’s blindness, 

  Awaiting one’s pleasure 

  In azure 
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  Glory with anguished rose at the root. . . . 

  To wash away old semi-discomfitures. 

  They re-teach purple and unsullen blue. 

  The whispy soils go.  And uncertain 

  Half-havings have they clarified to sures. 

    * * * 

  In Little Rock they know 

  Not answering the telephone is a way of rejecting life, 

  That it is our business to be bothered, is our business 

  To cherish bores or boredom, be polite 

  To lies and love and many-faceted fuzziness. 

    * * * 

  I scratch my head, massage the hate-I-had. 

  I blink across my prim and pencilled pad. 

  The sage I was sent for is not down. 

  Because there is a puzzle in this town. 

  The biggest News I do not dare 

  Telegraph to the Editor’s chair: 

  “They are like people everywhere.” 

    * * * 

  The angry Editor would reply 

  In hundred harryings of Why. 
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    * * * 

  And true, they are hurling spittle, rock, 

  Garbage and fruit in Little Rock. 

  And I saw coiling storm a-writhe 

  On bright madonnas.  And a scythe 

  Of men harassing brownish girls. 

  (The bows and barrettes in the curls 

  And braids declined away from joy.) 

    * * * 

  I saw a bleeding brownigh boy. . . . 

    * * * 

  The lariat lynch-wish I deplored. 

    * * * 

  The loveliest lynchee was our Lord. 

 And she apparently thought that that approached sentimentality with the religious 

note and the evocation of Jesus at the very end.  I hate to disagree with a poet who 

ought to know her work better than I do, but I’ve always thought that ending was 

absolutely appropriate.  And, being a native of this place with its hideous reputation, I 

liked the idea.  It’s a terrible thing to assume.  We’re no worse than anybody else.  Or 

maybe everybody else is just as bad might be the message.  I’m not sure. Thank you 

for your indulgence with that. 

 Look at “The Blackstone Rangers.”  This was from 1968.  This is after the 
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supposed turn that the editors make so much of in Gwendolyn Brooks’s poetic attitude.  

I think it was always there.  She’s always been an observer and she frequently writes 

about young people.  But “The Blackstone Rangers” was the name of a gang as seen 

by disciplines, old slang for cops — for the law. 

  There they are. 

  Thirty at the corner. 

  Black, raw, ready. 

  Sores in the city 

  that do not want to heal. 

Course this is Chicago.  This is 1968.  This is not really that long ago in real time.  But 

look at the references she makes in the next stanza. 

  . . . hardly in a hurry [she’s talking about these young men] 

  Hardly Belafonte, King, 

  Black Jesus, Stokely, Malcolm X or Rap. 

  Bungled trophies. 

  Their country is a Nation on no map. 

 I’m surprised that there aren’t footnotes to identify those names from seemingly 

so long ago.  Course Belafonte — you would know Harry Belafonte surely.  King would 

be Martin Luther King, of course — Martin Luther King, Jr.  Black Jesus, I’m not sure 

about the reference.  But who’s Stokely?  Stokely Carmichael, one of the founding 

members of SNCC, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee which always had 

a rather ironic name.  Well, Malcolm X.  I’m assuming that surely you know about 
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Malcolm X.  But who was Rap?  H. Rap Brown.  H. Rap Brown is the man who coined 

the phrase “Burn Baby Burn” back when cities were going up in smoke, in Watts and 

Detroit and other places. 

Well, anyway, the gang girls, they’re Rangerettes.  I like this metaphor, second stanza: 

  Mary is 

  a rose in a whiskey glass. 

There’s beauty and purity and so forth in a whiskey glass. 

 Well, “The Coora Flower” — this is the latest poem we have by her, 1991 — and 

it’s a persona.  She’s writing from the point of view of a schoolgirl who is apparently 

learning useless information but who has to go away from school to return to her home. 

  It was restful [third stanza], learning nothing necessary. 

  School is a tiny vacation.  At least you can sleep. 

  At least you can think of love or feeling your boy friend against you 

  (Which is not free from grief). 

    * * * 

  But now it’s Real Business. 

  I am Coming Home. 

    * * * 

  My mother will be screaming in an almost dirty dress. 

  The crack is gone.  So a Man will be in the house. 

    * * * 

  I must watch myself. 
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  I must not dare to sleep. 

So right on up to the end of her career, still a tremendous social consciousness and 

observation empathy with other people. 

 For a nice break and before we get to James Dickey and falling stewardesses, 

look at Richard Wilbur.  Students often ask me were any American writers normal, you 

know.  Are they all borderline crazy or — well, Richard Wilbur, as far as I can tell — who 

is still with us, by the way; he’s in his eighties --doesn’t seem to have any extremes in 

his life that I’ve ever been able to pick up on but has produced steadily a beautiful 

volume of accomplished and mostly formal work.   

 He’s from New York City.  I believe he’s living now in Key West.  I got to hear him 

read at Evangel College several years ago, which I thought was kind of an odd venue in 

a way for Richard Wilbur because he’s a very secular poet in most ways, in many ways.  

And yet he chose his poems carefully and it was a wonderful reading.  Went to Amherst 

where he encountered Frost as a lecturer and teacher.  He also served in the Army — 

pardon me — in the Infantry in Italy and France in 1943 and 1945.  He’s a combat 

veteran.  He knows French.  He has translated a great deal of French, particularly the 

dramas, Moliere’s plays.  Took an M.A. at Harvard.   

 He wrote in — or he writes.  I notice they use the past tense.  “Wilbur was a 

teacher poet and gave frequent readings.  Gosh, don’t use the past tense yet.  He’s still 

a teacher poet, as far as I know.  He’s still with us.  It says, “Wilbur prefers strict 

stanzaic forms and meters.”  This is a nice quote.  “Limitation makes for power: the 

strength of the genie comes of his being confined in a bottle.”  Very similar to what 
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Robert Frost says in his crack about Carl Sandberg.  “I’d as soon play tennis with the 

net down as to not write in formal, structured verse.”  

 And those of you who write poetry and try to write poetry, if you ever attempt 

form, you know that sometimes form guides you.  Sometimes form will find the word you 

couldn’t find.  Sometimes the exigencies of rhyme will make you — will lead you to a 

place you did not know you were going to go.  It’s — I think it’s something you ought to 

contemplate, too.  When you read rhymed verse and when you read formal verse, see 

what other word might’ve gone there, what kind of mistakes the poet might’ve made but 

he didn’t.  He won a Pulitzer for his book, Things of the World.  That’s from “Love Calls 

Us to the Things of This World.”  And he was the second person to be named Poet 

Laureate of the United States in 1987.  That’s a tradition which has continued. 

 Look at the title of “The Beautiful Changes.”  That’s the kind of thing that I like to 

see a poet do.  I like to see somebody play with words.  “The Beautiful Changes.”  

Beautiful could be the subject and changes could be a very, couldn’t it?  “The Beautiful 

Changes.”  But instead, it could also be — beautiful — just an adjective and changes a 

noun.  “The Beautiful Changes” is going to be my subject.  The changes, the 

metamorphoses and so forth of beautiful. 

 But I asked you to read “The Death of a Toad.”  Wilbur said — at one point he 

said, “I’ll admit I tried to do an awful lot with that toad.”  And he did.  But this is a tour de 

force.  This is kind of showing off.  This is saying, “Okay.  You want a formal poem, you 

want allusion, you want some sophisticated imagery?  I’ll tell you about a frog that got 

hit by the lawnmower.” 
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   A toad the power mower caught, 

  Chewed and clipped of a leg, with a hobbling hop has got 

    To the garden verge, and sanctuaried him 

    Under the cineraria leaves, in the shade 

   Of the ashen heartshaped leaves, in a dim, 

     Low, and a final glade. 

I mean, he’s run over a frog with a lawnmower.  It’s all that he has done.  And, to his 

horror, has watched the frog who had one leg amputated “with a hobbling hop” --  I 

suppose it would’ve been a hobbling hop — get over there under this bush, under the 

cineraria leaves.  And that plant’s leaves are shaped like hearts.  He doesn’t say the 

garden border.  He doesn’t say the garden edge.  He says “the garden verge.” 

 And did you see — notice the sounds?  “Hobbling hop” has got those vowels.  “In 

a dim, low, and a final glade.”  Those are all long vowels.  Low, final, glade. 

   The rare original heartsblood goes, 

  Spends on the earthen hide, in the folds and wizenings, flows 

  In the gutters of the banked and staring eyes.  He lies 

What are his eyes being compared to if they’re banked?  What do you bank?  Well, 

yeah, a river bank.  But I’m thinking like a fire.  Like the light in his eyes that he has, you 

know, banked. 

  As still as if he would return to stone, 

      And soundlessly attending, dies 

   Toward some deep monotone, 
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Well, that could’ve been it right there.  But, no, we’re gonna take it one more step. 

   Toward misted and ebullient seas 

  And cooling shores, toward lost Amphibia’s emperies. 

Wow.  And I have to resort to my dictionary when somebody’s talking about ebullient 

seas.  What are ebullient seas?  Boiling, bubbling.  And the lost kingdom, the lost 

empire of Amphibia which he has descended from.  But at last when end up with the 

final snapshot of this mown yard. 

    Day dwindles, drowning, and at length is gone 

    In the wide and antique eyes, which still appear 

   To watch , across the castrate lawn, 

      The haggard daylight steer. 

 All that nobility and all that fine language that is going on there, did anybody 

detect a pun?  He’s just cut the grass so it’s a castrate lawn.  And what’s the verb to talk 

about the movement of the light across it?  Steer.  A little cattle imagery here.  Well, you 

know, we hate puns because we didn’t do it.  Real geniuses see the connection 

between things that other people don’t see.  But when somebody can pun — I heard a 

man say something about when somebody’s talking about Felonius being stabbed 

behind the heiress, he said, “I wonder if it was a rich heiress?”  It was so quick. 

 Well, I’ve got to go back and write a poem now because last spring I ran over a 

bunny rabbit with my lawnmower.  Ohhhh.  I automatically get a response.  A bunny 

rabbit the lawnmower caught.  And actually it was a baby bunny rabbit.  It was about 

that — ohhhh.  There’s a good lesson in sentimentality.  You know my sentimental 
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word?  Little.  It was a little bunny rabbit.  Somehow it was sucked into the machine.  I’m 

sorry.  I had no idea I was gonna tell you this.  My wife tells me — she said, “You really 

shouldn’t describe the deaths of animals.  It upsets people.”  But the bunny didn’t die.  

Ohhhhh.  He shot out the other side.  He did.  I was like, “Wooo, what was that?” and 

then this rabbit staggered on off. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

No.  Huh-uh.  It was confused and had the trip of its life, I’m sure.  I had run it into this 

— you know, and it came running out of the bush that I was mowing under and ran the 

wrong way.  So that bunny — that’s all his luck.  I’m pretty sure that that’s the end of 

that. 

 Just real quick, one more poem of Wilbur’s that I didn’t ask you to read, but “Love 

Calls Us to the Things of This World.”  It’s amazing the kind of imagery that he has here.  

Nowadays everybody dries their clothes in clothes dryers and machines, but people 

used to put their clothes out on clotheslines.  And often they — you could reel it out and 

reel it in, and that’s what he’s looking at.  He’s just looking at some laundry on a 

clothesline and look what he does with it.  The first 10 lines. 

   The eyes open to a cry of pulleys, 

  And spirited from sleep, the astounded soul 

  Hangs for a moment bodiless and simple 

  As false dawn. 

    Outside the open window 

  The morning air is all awash with angels. 
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    * * * 

   Some are in bed-sheets, some are in blouses, 

  Some are in smocks; but truly there they are. 

  Now they are rising together in calm swells 

  Of halcyon feeling, filling whatever they wear 

  With the deep joy of their impersonal breathing; 

I like that pun there, too — or word play that’s called — the world is awash with angels. 

Because, after all, it’s somebody’s laundry.  It is their wash.  But isn’t that nice?  So the 

next time you see clothes on a line, just think those are angels. 

 Which gets us to James Dickey.  Who lived unaccountably to 74, died in 1997.  

I’ve been looking into his letters.  They were published in 2000.  It’s called Crus, C-r-u-x, 

The Collected Letters of James Dickey.  And he was a fascinating man, an amazing 

intellect and a very large talent.  And also a rather intense life.  He was another poet 

who traveled and lectured in what he called a barnstorming for poety, and so that’s how 

I happened to come see Dickey read.  I’m not just picking poets that I have heard.  

Barry Hannah is in this book and you won’t get anything from Barry Hannah, and I went 

to school with Barry so I — your profs have no honor.  If you know them, you know that 

they’re not worth putting in books.  So Barry Hannah’s a fine short story writer but we 

just don’t have time. 

 But he’s from Atlanta and was associated for a long time as a copywriter and 

advertising salesman for Coca-Cola which, of course, is based in Atlanta.  He went to 

Clemson for a year and before he was in the Air Force in World War II in which he 
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served in the Pacific.  And he’s evidently written a novel about part of that experience.  

 He also went to Vanderbilt.  I think he played football at Clemson.  I’m not sure.  

He played there or at Vanderbilt one.  Dickey was a big man.  Dickey was probably — 

ah, I think I’ll ask our own Dr. George Jensen who — I believe Dickey was the director 

of his dissertation at the University of South Carolina.  But Dickey, as I recall, was about 

6'3" or 6'4" — a big man.  He played tackle in college. 

 He has a poem called “The Bee” which has a wonderful line I’ve never forgotten.  

In the poem they’re just playing a little touch football in somebody’s yard near a highway 

and the football goes into a hedge.  And a child goes in after it and it has disturbed 

some bees.  And the bees — the child comes running out with the bees all over him and 

he’s heading straight for the busy highway with all the traffic going.  Well, Dickey starts 

running to try to cut the child off before it hits the traffic.  And he remembers his old 

coach and what his coach used to tell him, and the line is something like this: “Coach 

Shag Norton, tell me as you never have before: Damn you, Dickey, dig.”  And he cuts 

the kid off and saves him.  There’s a lot of that kind of manly stuff in James Dickey.  He 

once asked me if I’d like to hit him in the stomach.  I declined, but I wish now that 

probably I had gone ahead and done it.  “I’m a poet but I can take it,” that kind of thing. 

 You all surely have seen or come across “Deliverance.”  That was his — he 

wrote the screenplay for that.  They give him credit for that.  They don’t mention the fact 

that he was an actor in that movie and was one of the better actors.  He played the 

sheriff.  If you remember that film, he’s the one who sticks his head in the car and says, 

“Now, y’all don’t be coming back around here no more, you hear?”  That’s James 
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Dickey.  So that’s a good example of how big the man is.  “Deliverance” was — I knew a 

novelist who was upset when “Deliverance” came out and was such a big hit and a 

best-seller.  He said, “Well, any poet can write a novel but” — no, no, no.  Dickey had 

said, “Any poet can write a novel but very few novelists can write a poem.”  And that 

was what upset my novelist friend.  He was also kind of jealous, I would think, because 

of that success. 

 Dickey went to very long lines towards the end of his writing.  The best example 

of that is “Falling.”  Always — not always, but frequently his poems are concerned with 

animals.  He wrote quite a few.  You know, we have “The Heaven of Animals” here but 

he wrote others — other poems as well.  I like his titles.  Bottom of that note, “the 1970 

volume The Eye Beaters, Blood, Victory, Madness, Buckhead and Mercy.  Now, is that 

a title for a book of poems?  It’s almost as long as the book, believe me, ‘cause it’s a 

very short book. 

Had a reputation for hard drinking and fast motorcycles.  He has a good poem called 

“Cherry Log Road” about motorcycles and other things. 

 I mentioned animals.  He has a poem called “The Sheep Child” that I wish they 

had in here.  It’s one of my favorites.  The premise of the poem is that legend had it in 

Georgia that in a museum in Atlanta, in a special room kept back there somewhere in a 

jar of formaldehyde, is a sheep child, half sheep and half human, the result of 

intercourse with a sheep.  And he describes the sheep child’s birth, how it lay on the 

grass for just a few moments of life — you know, looking at its ewe mother before it 

expires.  And he says they kept the thing to keep farm boys off the sheep and this is the 
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thing that you have to know about the sheep child.  But it’s a beautiful conceit and it’s a 

wonderful poem.  No, it doesn’t really exist.  It’s a metaphor.  On your way to Atlanta.   

 He has another poem about animals.  I think “The Heaven of Animals” is my 

favorite, but there’s one called “Dog Sleeping on My Feet” which is a good one.  He’s — 

I think he’s kind of on a deck or something and has his legs stretched out in front of him, 

and this dog has stretched out the length of his legs, gone to sleep and begun to dream.  

And he kind of gets into the dog’s consciousness.  You’ve seen dogs do that.  You 

know, their nose starts going and their feet go, and you know there are rabbits involved 

there somewhere. 

 “The Heaven of Animals” is an interesting conceit, isn’t it?  That’s something 

children always ask when — you know, when the dog dies or — you know, “Is he going 

to Heaven?”  And people have to deal with that.  In his heaven they repeat what they do 

on earth except they’re perfect. 

  Here they are.  The soft eyes open. 

  If they have lived in a wood 

  It is a wood. 

  If they have lived on plains 

  It is grass rolling 

  Under their feet forever. 

    * * * 

  Having no souls, they have come, 

  Anyway, beyond their knowing. 
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  Their instincts wholly bloom 

  And they rise. 

  The soft eyes open. 

And, of course, it wouldn’t be heaven for some of these animals unless they were 

hunting, unless there was blood, because they’re hunters.  But their claws and teeth 

have grown perfect.  Line 21: 

  More deadly than they can believe. 

  They stalk more silently, 

  And crouch on the limbs of trees, 

  And their descent 

  Upon the bright backs of their prety 

    * * * 

  May take years 

  In a sovereign floating of joy. 

Well, that’s all right for the predators, but what about the ones who are waiting for the 

predator to descend in that slow motion picture? 

  And those that are hunted 

  Know this as their life, 

  Their reward: to walk 

    * * * 

  Under such trees in full knowledge 

  Of what is in glory above them, 
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  And to feel no fear, 

  But acceptance, compliance. 

  Fulfilling themselves without pain 

    * * * 

  At the cycle’s center, 

  They tremble, they walk 

  Under the tree, 

  They fall, they are torn, 

  They rise, they walk again. 

So it’s endless repetition, but apparently it’s a heaven for both the predators and the 

prey. 

 I just thought of another of Dickey’s poems that I always liked the first line.  I 

don’t know if it’s universally true or not, but I think it’s an interesting thing to think about.  

The name of the poem is “Adultery.”  It’s set in a motel, but remember the title.  The first 

line is, “All of us have been in rooms we could not die in.”  Almost makes me think of 

Nelson Rockefeller, which is probably a reference you won’t get.  Charles Dickens 

wasn’t in the right place when he died, either.  Lots of times you’d better choose where 

you are.  

 Well, what’d you think of “Falling”?  I heard Dickey read this right after he wrote it.  

It was the first audience that he ever read it to and we were mesmerized.  For one thing, 

it took forever.  It’s a long poem.  But it’s based on a real incident.  It really did happen.  

The door opened and the stewardess or flight attendant was blown out into space — 
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you know, seven or eight miles above Kansas.   

 Look at just some of it — line 7: 

  . . . As though she blew 

  The door down with a silent blast from her lungs   frozen   she is black 

  Out finding herself   with the plane nowhere and her body taking by 

the throat 

  The undying cry of the void   falling   living   beginning to be something 

  That no one has ever been and lived through   screaming without enough 

air 

  Still neat   lipsticked   stockinged   girdled by regulation   her hat 

  Still on    Her arms and legs in no world   and yet spaced also strangely 

  With utter placid rightness on thin air   taking her time she holds it 

  In many places   and now, still thousands of feet from her death she 

seems 

  To slow   she develops interest   she turns in her maneuverable body 

      * * * 

  To watch it.   

Of course, skydiving had been a sport for quite a while by the time this poem came out 

in 1981, and he even alludes to the films that she has seen.  But there are no bright 

smiling people with helmets to grab you and assist you with their chutes in this situation. 

 And I like it that it’s night.  It’s night.  She can see the moonlight in that water and 

actually tries to fly for it, using her skirt.  I mean, this is a tremendous act of imagination 
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to try to imagine what it would be like to be blown out of an airplane.  You know, she 

could’ve gone into shock and fainted at the very beginning.  I imagine being hit by the 

air at that speed of whatever would’ve been pretty rough on somebody.  But that would 

spoil it, wouldn’t it? 

 She’s doing these “endless gymnastics in the growing warmth / Of wheatfields 

rising toward the harvest moon.”  Well.  Below her.  He’s always aware of what’s below 

her.  Of course, going for that water might not be totally unreasonable.  There have 

been people survive long falls, who hit tree branches and snow and stuff like that.  But 

she thinks about — she has time to — “Points of diving   feet together   toes pointed   

hands shaped right / To insert her into water like a needle   to come out healthily 

dripping / And be handed a Coca-Cola.”  There’s a little product placement in his poem. 

 Line 91.  She’s aware of what’s below here — or at least the poet is. 

  She goes toward   the blazing-bare lake [blazing with the moonlight] 

  Her skirts neat   her hands and face warmed more and more by the air 

  Rising from pastures of beans   and under her   under chenille bedspreads 

  The farm girls are feeling the goddess in them struggle and rise brooding 

  On the scratch-shining posts of the bed . . . 

And so forth.  There are also the farm boys who are asleep down below and the farmers 

— the widowed farmers he thinks of who are lonely in their beds. 

 Notice, too, one of the ways that he breaks up these long lines is he does 

capitalize the first word in each line.  It’s something that a lot of contemporary poets 

stopped doing some time back.  But it makes — I think it would be awfully hard to read 
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this in some ways if he hadn’t done that. 

 Well, she sheds her jacket — line 119: 

  With its silver sad impotent wings   sheds the bat’s guiding tailpiece 

  Of her skirt    

You know those little wings that airline personnel wear?  They would be impotent. 

  . . . the long windsocks of her stockings 

Windsocks at rural airports, those things that look like stockings or big socks with the 

wind blowing in them. 

  . . . her clothes rising off her ascending 

  Into cloud    

Of course, the clothes aren’t ascending; she’s falling.  But that’s the allusioned image 

that you would get.  And she’s “. . . the greatest thing that ever came to Kansas.”  Line 

134, “. . . desired by every sleeper in his dream.” 

 And they all feel something pass over them as she passes.  But watch — well, 

here’s the hit.  Line 137: 

  . . . all feel something   pass over them as she passes 

  Her palms over her long legs   her small breasts   and deeply between 

  Her thighs   her hair shot loose from all pins   streaming in the wind 

  Of her body   let her come openly   trying at the last second to land 

  On her back   This is it   THIS 

       All those who find her impressed 

  In the soft loam   gone down   driven well into the image of her body 
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  The furrows for miles flowing in upon her where she lies very deep 

  In her mortal outline. 

 That would be what it would be, would it not?  Makes her own impression in the 

fields.  But she’s not dead.  Line 156: 

  . . . and yet now dead   not anywhere else 

  Quite   lying still in the field on her back   sensing the smells 

  Of incessant growth try to life her   a little sight left in the corner 

  Of one eye   fading 

And then finally her clothes descend.  Line 166: 

  . . . with her clothes beginning 

  To come down all over Kansas   into bushes   on the dewy sixth green 

  Of a golf course   one shoe   her girdle coming down fantastically 

  On a clothesline, where it belongs   her blouse on a lightning rod; 

  Lies in the fields   in this field   on her broken back as thought on 

  A cloud she cannot drop through . . . 

And then finally, 

  Feels herself go   go toward   go outward   breathes at last fully 

  Not   and tries   less   once   tries   tries   AH, GOD— 

Whatever you can say, you can certainly say it takes a lot of nerve to try to imagine 

something like that, right down to her demise.  

 Well, Allen Ginsberg.  Have any of you ever heard Allen read, Allen Ginsberg 

read?  He’s been to Springfield — I don’t know — half a dozen times.  He’s been to 
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Drury a couple of times.  He’s been to SMS more than once.  When he comes, the way 

I understand what he does back when he was doing these readings — he, of course, 

died in ‘97 — was he would always request that a student who could play the guitar -- 

not extraordinarily well but decent, who had to know, you know, about ten chords — 

Ginsberg would spend a couple of hours in the afternoon before the reading with this 

young man or young woman and teach them a couple of songs, and then they would, 

during his reading — he sings half of what he reads — he would have the musical 

accompaniment.  And it worked.  Incredibly, it would always work. 

 “Hold back the edges of your gowns, Ladies, we are going through hell.”  And 

that’s the famous introduction to Howl, published by City Lights Press in 1956 by 

William Carlos Williams who befriended Ginsberg when he was undergoing some 

treatment for a breakdown.  As they say, “Howl and Jack Kerouac’s novel, On the Road, 

were the pocket bibles of the generation whose name Kerouac had coined, the “Beat” 

generation, with its punning overtones of beaten down and beatified.” 

 I know that one of you wrote on John Quinlin Holmes’s novel, Go.  I know I saw 

that paper.  Was that you, Joe?  Did you write on that?  John Quinlin Holmes is the one 

who popularized the word “beat,” as far as I know.  He published an interview in Esquire 

with Jack Kerouac and asked him — he said, “Are you guys really — you know, are you 

beat?”  No, he said, “Are you lost?”  Like Gertrude Stein told Hemingway’s generation it 

was lost.  Is this a lost generation.  And, of course, Quinlin Holmes was a part of that 

generation.  And Kerouac said, “No, we’re not lost; we’re just beat.”  And that’s how that 

came there.  Of course, in 1957 the Russians launched the first earthsatellite, Sputnik, 
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and so combined with beat and the Sputnik, we suddenly had beatniks, the word that 

the press and — popularly applied to some people in the ‘50s. 

 The famous obscene drawings — he was at Columbia and he just drew — you 

know, I think about “Wash Me” on a car, scratch your fingers in the dust.  That’s all he 

did is to get the goat of the cleaning lady, but they got his goat and he wound up getting 

expelled over it — or they made an issue of it.  He did a lot of different things.  There’s a 

poem that I didn’t assign you called “Ego Confession” at the end of this section in which 

he kind of outlines — it’s a late poem — which he outlines a lot of his life.  The many 

places that he went.  A long stay in India, very interested in Eastern thought.  He 

worked on a tramp steamer for a time.  He was a busboy and a welder and a night 

porter and washed dishes, and what have you. 

 It mentions the auditory vision, is the term that Ginsberg used for it, that 

apparently William Blake appeared to him.  As I recall, Ginsberg was dreaming about it 

and Blake appeared, sitting at the end of his bed, reciting “The Sunflower” —  “Ah! 

Sunflower,” and then “The Sick Rose.”  Tradition has it that Blake taught Ginsberg how 

to sing the songs of innocence.  He would sing them for you complete with little bells 

and cymbals, and if Peter Olaski was with him he’d play that concertina.  I always liked 

to think of this.  I had talked to a man who’s talked to a man who’s talked to God, 

because I’ve talked to Ginsberg and he talked to William Blake.  So Blake had a direct 

connection. 

 Associated with San Francisco, of course.  And look at some of the poets out 

there at the time: Robert Duncan, Kenneth Rexroth, also a prose writer, Gary Snyder.  
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Lawrence Ferlinghetti who’s still out there running the City Lights Bookshop.  I saw a 

poem by Ferlinghetti just the other day about the war in Iraq.  He’s getting up there in 

years but he’s still running that place. 

 It mentioned the long line, something Ginsberg learned from biblical rhetoric, 

from the eighteenth-century English poet Christopher Smart.  You may know his poem 

“Jubila Agno, I Will Consider my Cat, Jeffrey,” and above all from Whitman, Walt 

Whitman, and from William Blake.  Look at the illustrated books of prophecy, the long 

lines in those pieces by Blake.  But you can see that obviously Ginsberg is in the 

tradition of Whitman in his catholicity of subject, anything goes, and his interesting 

people and his anti-authoritarianism, in his celebration of democracy and the individual 

and freedom, and all that sort of thing.  He’s right there with Whitman.  And we’ll look at 

one poem in which he pays tribute to him. 

 It says “during a long stay with Buddhist instructors in India and at home served 

as a kind of guru himself for many young people disoriented” — that’s an interesting 

word — “by the Vietnam War.  Ginsberg read his poetry and held ‘office hours’ in 

universities all over America.”  He called them his office hours.  He came to Arkansas 

while I was there in 1968.  He came straight from Chicago — I think I may have 

mentioned this — where he’d been hit in the head during one of the demonstrations and 

said he was through with politics.  He wasn’t, but that’s what he said.  He said, “I’m not 

doing politics anymore.  I’m going to work with ecology.  My new cause is ecology, not 

the war.”  And we said, “What’s that?”  We never heard the word in 1968.  And it was 

not just because it was Arkansas.  But we soon heard the word quite a bit.  And 
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Ginsberg was an early champion of the environment. 

 Well, “Howl” is the one that he’ll be remembered for the most.  By the way, at that 

visit on the office hours, Ginsberg wore a leather jacket, buckskin jacket type thing — 

you know, fringe — you know, the long fringe kind of thing?  He had that and either the 

same pair of jeans or each pair of jeans was very much like the other pair of jeans.  He 

was supposed to be there for two days and he stayed a week because he couldn’t get 

over the clean air in Fayetteville.  You’d see him walking across the Arkansas campus 

with a dozen or so kids trailing along behind him, kind of like the Pied Piper, you know.  

It was great. 

 “Howl.”  I know I’ve read a lot to you today, but let’s read just a little bit of this so 

you can hear it.  I won’t try to do my impersonation again because I don’t have the 

voice, for one thing.  I am close to it today.  But Ginsberg had this very pleasing, I think 

beautiful, voice but it was raspy.  One thing is he never shuts up.  I would imagine his 

vocal cords are probably worn out from constant talking and constant poetry. 

  I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, 

starving hysterical naked, 

  dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn looking for 

an angry fix, 

  angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection 

to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night, 

  who poverty and tatters and hollow-eyed and high sat up smoking 

in the supernatural darkness of cold-water flats floating across the 
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tops of cities contemplating jazz, 

  who bared their brains to Heaven under the El and saw 

Mohammedan angels staggering on tenement roofs illuminated, 

  who passed through universities with radiant cool eyes hallucinating 

Arkansas and Blake-light tragedy among the scholars of war, 

  who were expelled from the academies for crazy & publishing 

obscene odes on the windows of the skull, 

  who covered in unshaven rooms in underwear, burning their money 

in wastebaskets and listening to the Terror through the wall, 

  who got busted in their public beards returning through Laredo with 

a belt of marijuana for New York, 

  who ate fire in paint hotels or drank turpentine in Paradise Alley, 

death, or purgatories their torsos night after night 

  with dreams, with drugs, with waking nightmares, alcohol and cock 

and endless balls, 

  incomparable blind streets of shuddering cloud and lightning in the 

mind leaping toward poles of Canada & Paterson, illuminating all 

the motionless world of Time between, 

  Peyote solidities of halls, backyard green tree cemetery dawns, 

wine drunkenness over the rooftops, storefront boroughs of 

teahead joyride neon blinking traffic light, sun and moon and tree 

vibrations in the roaring winter dusks of Brooklyn, ashcan rantings 
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and kind king light of mind, 

  who chained themselves to subways for the endless ride from 

Battery to holy Bronx on benzedrine until the noise of wheels and 

children brought them down shuddering mouth-wracked and 

battered bleak of brain all drained of brilliance in the drear light of 

Zoo, 

 Try that sometime.  That looks easy.  That’s not easy.  Try it some time.  It may 

seem dated here, 50 years later, with things like angel-headed hipsters.  Seems rather 

old, but — ah, good times stop right there.  Since you’re leaving, we’ll quit. 


