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 Well, we’ll do the blue collar poets today.  We don’t really try to group these 

people thematically, but it seems to happen this way a little bit.  

 James Wright and Philip Levine, both from working class backgrounds.  Wright 

was born in Martins Ferry, Ohio.  And, if you noted, that is right across the river from 

Wheeling, West Virginia.  And that is where the steel mills are and that’s where the 

glass factory was where his father worked for 50 years, which had a great influence on 

him. 

 He was educated, however.  He got out of that part of the world.  Went to Kenyon 

and studied under John Crowe Ransom.  Got a Fullbright to Austria and wound up at 

Washington, the University of Washington, where he studied under Theodore Roethke, 

Ted Roethke, and became a friend, as they say, of Richard Hugo who was also one of 

Roethke’s students.  He went on to write a Ph.D. — to take a Ph.D., writing his 

dissertation on Charles Dickens, which I think is amazing, in 1959.  He taught for a time 

at Minnesota, the University of Minnesota, where John Berryman also taught and later 

at Hunter College in New York at the end of his career. 

 From John Crowe Random and Ted Roethke he learned poetic form.  He is more 

often — his early poetry in particular is fairly formal poetry.  In the ‘60s he began to 

branch out and write a looser form of poetry which is what we have here.  It tickles me 

when editors say something that just seems so bizarre.  Talking about his later works, 

says “he began to overwork certain images (‘stone,’ ‘dark’), as if repetition were a 

substitute for clarity.”  Well, that was probably an easy sentence to write, wasn’t it?  I 

don’t know how you can overwork certain images like stone and dark.  I can’t write a 
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poem myself if the word stone doesn’t appear in it.  I’m superstitious about it or 

something.  But stone.  How can you use the word stone too much?  Anyway.  Be 

careful or the critics will get you.  I have a quote from Philip Levine about critics here in 

a minute. 

 I went to my first high school football game in many years this fall.  It was 

Homecoming at Nixa and my wife is teaching there, and I went to see their homecoming 

game.  Wow.  I’ve forgotten who they were playing, but they were playing some arch 

rival and those kids were hitting.  I mean there were injuries and — you know, it was 

contact football.  It was kind of dreadful in some ways to see it.  I was also amazed that 

when the homecoming court was announced and introduced, they also gave their 

parents’ names.  “This is, you know, Queen So-and-so, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. So-

and-so.”  I thought, “Well, that’s kind of neat.”  I never heard of such a thing before.  I 

guess you guys are used to that.  Is that a custom around here?  Huh.  Okay. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  Is that what they do?  Well, I guess, you know.  Well, the parents ought to 

be on it.  They got those kids through all that school, 13 years of school.  At any rate, 

small town football is important to the people in those towns.  I’ve noted that since I’ve 

been in southwest Missouri, that it gets to be real important. 

 And so these people, these are the sons of fieldworkers and laborers.  “Autumn 

Begins in Martins Ferry, Ohio.” 

  In the Shreve High football stadium, 

  I think of Polacks nursing long beers in Tiltonsville, 
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  And gray faces of Negroes in the blast furnace at Benwood, 

  And the ruptured night watchman of Wheeling Steel, 

  Dreaming of heroes. 

    * * * 

  All the proud fathers are ashamed to go home 

  Their women cluck like starved pullets, 

  Dying for love. 

    * * * 

Therefore, in this horrible situation that we have, we at least have fall and football. 

  Therefore, 

  Their sons grow suicidally beautiful 

  At the beginning of October, 

  And gallop terribly against each other’s bodies. 

That’s the way it works. 

 He has quite a few poems that are set in nature with a natural setting, quite a few 

poems about animals.  Here “The Evening Star” is a nice image.  Line 7: “One light 

comes on in the sky, / One lamp on the prairie.”  I think probably my favorite poem of 

Wright’s is “A Blessing.”  I think that’s the first poem of his I ever came across.  One of 

these things that we can be thankful for if it happens.  Ordinary setting, ordinary place, 

off a highway in Rochester, Minnesota.  But they see these ponies and they stop and go 

over, and even get into the pasture with them, cross over the barbed wire.  Line 9: 

  Where they have been grazing all day, alone. 
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  They ripple tensely, they can hardly contain their happiness 

  That we have come. 

  They bow shyly as wet swans.   

Now, that’s an image.  We’re talking about two Indian ponies.   

  They bow shyly as wet swans.  They love each other. 

  There is no loneliness like theirs. 

  At home once more, 

  They begin munching the young tufts of spring in the darkness. 

  I would like to hold the slenderer one in my arms, 

  For she has walked over to me 

  And nuzzled my left hand. 

  She is black and white, 

  Her mane falls wild on her forehead, 

  And the light breeze moves me to caress her long ear 

  That is delicate as the skin over a girl’s wrist. 

  Suddenly I realize 

  That if I stepped out of my body I would break 

  Into blossom. 

 I had a poetry teacher who said you had to earn all your effects.  Well, do you 

think Wright earned that last line?  Did he get us to that point where he could have this 

mystical moment here, that he is so moved, so touched by communion with these 

horses, that if he stepped out of his body he would blossom like a flower?  It’s 
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unexpected.  It’s a shock.  But coming as it does, right after one of the best images I’ve 

ever read, thinking about how soft — not soft, but delicate the ear of this horse is as the 

skin over a girl’s wrist.  And I would imagine it’d be the inside of the wrist.  Everybody’s 

feeling his wrists.   

 Well, I mean, how do you get a poem out of a hermit crab?  Anybody know what 

a hermit crab looks like?  They’re for sale again.  I’ve seen them recently.  Except now 

they’re decorated.  They put little periscopes and seashells on their shells. 

  This lovely little life whose toes 

  Touched the white sand from side to side, 

  How delicately no one knows, 

  Crept from his loneliness, and died. 

So we have a dead frog one day and we have a dead hermit crab in the next.  

Apparently, they leave their shell behind when they die.  I didn’t know that.  I’m sorry? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

It sounds awful.  What are the delicate scars, the fragile scars he’s talking about on this 

little hermit crab?  You just toss yours away when they -- 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Oh.  Well, at least you don’t have to dig ‘em out like escargot. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Really.  Well, I’ll have to get a hermit crab so I can keep it til it dies and just see how 

long does that take.  How long do those things live: about a week? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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Those little turtles.  Those little turtles.  They paint the flowers and stuff on the little 

turtles.  Do you know that that means the little shells can’t grow?  So the turtle’s body is 

growing but its shell is — that’s why they don’t last very long.  It’s just like some 

Canadian pointed out.  Did you ever see the ant farm?  You get one of those ant farms 

and it’s a cutaway with glass, and you see the little ants burrowing.  He says, “It’s not a 

farm.  It’s a death camp.  There’s no queen.  They all just die.”  Well, I don’t think it’s 

sentimental when he’s talking about his little hermit crab.  

  I reach out and flick out the light. 

  Darkly I touch his fragile scars, 

  So far away, so delicate, 

  Stars in a wilderness of stars. 

 You can find poetry anywhere — poets can -- which could segue sort of into 

Philip Levine.  He was here in 1999 and he met with some writing students.  I think he 

met with Marcus Stefania’s class and I got to sit in on that before he read that evening.  

I think his conversation was more interesting in some ways than the reading.  I heard 

him read before at an AWP meeting in California.  But he is about as blue-collar as you 

can get.  He claims as his hero Walt Whitman, poet of the people, poet of democracy, 

poet of the oppressed.  And certainly Levine, who grew up in Detroit and worked in the 

factories there — in the mills and so forth and the automotive factories — knows 

something about hard work and unions and the kind of things that go along with that 

kind of life. 

 He was talking about his success in that conversation that afternoon and he said 
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— I’ve forgotten the context exactly, but he was pretty content with where he was at this 

point and he said, “I worked hard for this.”  And I think he meant that in several ways.  I 

think he meant he worked hard for this and then he probably worked hard all his life, 

and then he’s also worked hard as a teacher and as a poet.  And poetry is work.  It’s 

labor just like manufacturing in some ways.  But what they talk about — his “stubborn 

sympathy with ordinary men and women and his equally stubborn antithesis toward 

those who look down on ordinary life.”  I doubt the man owns a necktie.  I don’t know.  I 

would be surprised to see Philip Levine in a necktie. 

 Grew up in a Jewish family in Detroit and started working in the factories at the 

age of 14.  But he, too, got out of that by getting an education.  And in 1957 when he 

was nearly 30, he got an M.F.A. from the University of Iowa which is — at that time and 

still remains one of the more important of our writing schools and he studied there under 

John Berryman and Robert Lowell.  I remember the advice he said Berryman gave him.  

Berryman told him to quit reading Hart Crane and start reading Thomas Hardy.  And I 

think that’s wonderful advice for a young writer.  You’re not gonna write like Hart Crane.  

Nobody wrote like Hart Crane except Hart Crane, and sometimes he didn’t do it very 

well.  But Thomas Hardy, on the other hand, will change — Hardy changed the career 

of Phillip Larkin, the great British poet, who was trying to sound like William Butler 

Yeats.  And then one night he came across a copy of Hardy’s poetry and began to write 

in his own voice.  So that’s good advice for all of you to go read Hardy. 

 As for Robert Lowell, asked him — well, what did Lowell have to say?  What did 

you learn from Lowell?  And he said, “Lowell wasn’t particularly helpful.”  For one thing, 
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Lowell had a breakdown during the time that he was in his class and so he wasn’t much 

help.  It says at present he teaches at Tufts in Massachusetts.  Actually, he’s retired and 

living in Fresno where he taught for many years at Cal State. 

 He had just published his last book, The Mercy, in 1999 when he read here.  It’s 

a beautiful book, poems about immigrants among other things.  One other thing he said 

that struck me enough to write it down — he said, “I never” — people were asking, you 

know, “Do you read criticisms of your book?  When there’s a review of your books do 

you read it and does it affect you?  Does it make you mad or does it make you happy?”  

He said, “I’ve never gotten anything from critics.  I’ve never learned anything from them 

or from editors or from teachers.”  Pretty self-reliant.  He said, “The person I have to 

please with my poems is me.”  So that’s kind of a Whitman-esque attitude, don’t you 

think? 

And so he writes a poem from the point of view from a pig.  I guess you noticed 

that.  It’s wonderful how I jog 

  on four honed-down ivory toes 

  my massive buttocks slipping 

  like oiled parts with each light step. 

    * * * 

  I’m to market.  I can smell 

  the sour, grooved block, I can smell 

  the blade that opens the hole 

  and the pudgy white fingers 
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    * * * 

  that shake out the intestines 

  like a hankie. . . . 

How’s that for an image?  You know it’s not Levine.  It’s talking about my massive 

buttocks.  Levine probably weighs 80 pounds soaking wet.  I don’t think he would be like 

that. 

  I think his best has to do with labor, with working.  In his “Detroit Grease Shop 

Poem,” he said he realized one day that there was all this material that nobody was 

using.  He said nobody — all the material of the men and women who work in factories 

and at labor, there just simply were no poets writing that stuff.  He said Detroit was 

material that no one was using so he decided that he would.  Look at the second 

stanza. 

    Under the blue 

  hesitant light another day 

  at Automotive 

  in the city of dreams. 

  We’re all here to count 

  and be counted, Lemon, 

  Rosie, Eugene, Luis, 

  and me, too young to know 

  this is for keeps, pinning 

  on my apron, rolling up 
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  my sleeves. 

I think everybody at one time or another should do manual labor or should do some kind 

of hourly labor where you have a boss and you have a timecard and you have a whistle 

that blows before you can leave.  I just really think you ought to do it.  Of course, I 

wouldn’t be in favor of this if I was 18.  I’d say, “All right.  Everybody at the age of 18 

either has to go into the military service or do some kind of conservation corps or go to 

work in a factory.”  But since I’m not 18 anymore, I think we should.  We ought to have a 

year of national service.  And really, once you’ve done that — and I know many of you 

hold jobs right now and many of you have done labor and done that kind of thing, dug 

ditches or washed dishes or whatever, but it’s not just to get a taste of it.  It’s to 

understand and have empathy for another whole part of the world who have to do that.  

And when you, at the end of your summer job — if you feel a little resentment 

sometimes from the old hands around there ‘cause they’ve gotta stay and you’re 

leaving.  You’re going back to school and you won’t be there with a dead end, which is 

what they face.  So he says, “too young to know / this is for keeps” at the time that he 

was doing that when he started so young. 

 Well, look at “Fear and Fame.”  That’s a great labor poem.  I’m not sure exactly 

what he’s doing with this acid.  It may be part of the plating process as this was a plating 

factory where he worked.  But he has to go down there twice, working with these 

dangerous materials, and he has to dress like a spaceman in order to it.  Takes him half 

an hour to get on the gear with the respirator and the helmet and everything else.  Then 

when he comes up, he showers and washes all that stuff off while he’s still wearing that 
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stuff, and then can get back to his work clothes. 

 Line 5: 

  I would descend 

  step by slow step into the dim world 

  of the pickling tank and there prepare 

  the new solutions from the great carboys 

  of acids lowered to me on ropes . . . 

A recipe that he learned from a worker who preceded him “before he went off to the 

bars on Vernor Highway / to drink himself to death.”  And then we get a little bit of the 

formula: hydrochloric acid, nitric acid, and so forth — sulfuric acid.  And then line 17: 

  Then to climb back, step by stately step, the adventurer 

  returned to the ordinary blinking lights 

  of the swingshift at Feinberg and Breslin’s 

  First-Rate Plumbing and Plating with a message 

  from the kingdom of fire.  Oddly enough 

  no one welcomed me back, . . . 

And then we get the rest of the routine.  What a horrible routine.  Even the breaks are 

awful.  “For fifteen minutes or more I’d sit quietly / off to the side of the world” and so 

forth and smoke his cigarette after descending into all that hellish acid.  And look at 

lunch: 

  a lunch of two Genoa salami sandwiches and Swiss cheese 

  on heavy peasant bread baked by my Aunt Tsipie, 
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  and a third cigarette to kill the taste of the others. 

  Then to arise and dress again in the costume 

  of my trade for the second time that night . . . 

Notice this is the night shift, too. 

  . . . stiffened 

  by the knowledge that to descend and rise up 

  from the other world merely once in eight hours is half 

  what it takes to be known among women and men. 

 “Fear and Fame.”  I think we have a right to assume there’s something else going 

on here besides just working in a factory, if he’s descending and re-ascending and 

making references to things like being known and titles like “Fear and Fame.”  But that 

is, in a way, what poets have to do or what writers have to do.  They have to descend 

down into the subconscious.  They have to go down into the place where the acids are.  

William Blake even used acids to etch.  I don’t know.  I might be taking that too far, but I 

think that’s what it is. 

 There’s also the idea of the unending, Sisyphean type of work that he is doing.  

You remember the myth of Sisyphus, that he is condemned in Hell to roll this rock to the 

top of a hill and then it comes rolling back down the hill and he has to go and do it all 

over again.  Unending, fruitless, pointless labor.  I can’t see how factory work could be 

anything but that.  Repetition, repetition, repetition, repetition, doing the same thing over 

and over again. 

 Oh, “Starlight” is a nice poem, a memory poem.  I don’t know.  Do you believe 
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that he can remember this instant from when he was four years old?  I don’t know.  Do 

you remember anything from when you were four?  Really.  Can you date it?  That’s 

kind of hard to do.  I remember eating a big spoonful of black dirt under a chinaberry 

tree and that tree was cut down the year I was five — no, the year I was four.  So I 

guess I was four when I did that. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 At naptime?  And you were four years old?  Well, I guess you could remember 

this.  But this is a memory of his father, his father working-class as well.  He can see his 

father standing there, smoking in the evening, on the front porch of their house.  And 

then he says to his son, 

  . . . he asks me if I am happy. 

  “Are you happy?”  I cannot answer. 

  I do not really understand the word. 

  And the voice, my father’s voice, is not 

  his voice, but somehow thick and choked, 

  a voice I had not heard before, but 

  heard often since.  He bends and passes 

  a thumb beneath each of my eyes. 

  The cigarette is gone, but I can smell 

  the tiredness that hangs on his breath. 

  He has found nothing, and he smiles 

  and holds my head with both his hands. 
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  Then he lifts me to his shoulder, 

  and now I too am there among the stars, 

  as tall as he.  Are you happy? I say. 

Isn’t that something, right out of the mouth of a kid who would do that? 

  He nods in answer, Yes! oh yes! oh yes! 

  And in that new voice he says nothing, 

  holding my head tight against his head, 

  his eyes closed up against the starlight, 

  as though those tiny blinking eyes 

  of light might find a tall, gaunt child 

  holding his child against the promises 

  of autumn, until the boy slept 

  never to waken in that world again. 

Because that world is long gone. 

 When he was here he read “The Simple Truth” and I was glad he did.  I think it is 

a poem of wisdom.  He said an interesting thing when he was talking to these writing 

students and I think it really relates to this poem.  He said, “The real secret of American 

poetry is that in American poetry things are things.”  Which ought to make you think of 

William Carlos Williams.  Things are things.  They don’t contain significances beyond 

themselves.  In other words, he said dawn — in a poem of his, d-a-w-n — dawn is when 

you get up to go to work, not the beginning of my life.  It’s real.  And that’s what “The 

Simple Truth” is about.  Try this sometime when you’re on a strict budget, when you 
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want a simple diet.  Just boil some red potatoes with some salt and butter and see how 

wholesome that might be. 

  I bought a dollar and a half’s worth of small red potatoes, 

I’m trying to imagine how many potatoes that would be.  I think I’ll check that out at the 

grocery store today. 

  took them home, boiled them in their jackets 

  and ate them for dinner with a little butter and salt. 

  Then I walked through the dried fields 

  on the edge of town. . . . 

First person and we can probably think this is the poet speaking.  And then the 

conclusion of this.  Start with line 18. 

       Some things 

  you know all your life.  They are so simple and true 

  they must be said without elegance, meter and rhyme, 

  they must be laid on the table beside the salt shaker, 

  the glass of water, the absence of light gathering 

  in the shadows of picture frames, they must be 

  naked and alone, they must stand for themselves. 

  My friend Henri and I arrived at this together in 1965 

  before I went away, before he began to kill himself, 

  and the two of us to betray our love.  Can you taste 

  what I’m saying?  It is onions or potatoes, a pinch 
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  of simple salt, the wealth of melting butter, it is obvious, 

  it stays in the back of your throat like a truth 

  you never uttered because the time was always wrong, 

  it stays there for the rest of your life, unspoken, 

  made of that dirt we call earth, the metal we call salt, 

  in a form we have no words for, and you live on it. 

 Ah, I am weary and ill so we’ll quit.  I don’t think I can handle Sylvia Plath and 

Anne Sexton today.  Too much death. 


