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 We’ll finish Berryman today and probably finish him off.  There’s one poem in 

particular that I want to talk to you about, but I’d like to look at the ones that we didn’t 

talk about last time — of “The Dream Songs.” 

 I read these particular poems for the first time in a long time this weekend and I 

read ‘em again last night, trying to make sense of them and remembering the period 

when I read the whole “Dream Songs” sequence straight through when they came out 

about 1968 or 1969.  And I understood very little of it then, but somehow it was still a 

good experience.  I felt like I was hearing different voices.  I was hearing probably some 

psychotic voices.  But there were — and the strange grammar and the strange detail 

without trying to put on too much biography on it, without reading in too many things.  Of 

course, some of it is just plain outright autobiographical like the poem about his dead 

father.  You start to hear this voice that begins to grow on you.  And even when it’s not 

making any sense it’s fun to read. 

 So we can try a little bit with some of these.  But if you think these are difficult, I 

wanted to bring you an early Berryman poem, not from “Homage to Mistress 

Bradstreet,” but this is the kind of thing that he was writing.  This is sort of the 

apprenticeship that he went through before he wrote “The Dream Songs.”  And I thought 

it might be reassuring for you to know that the early poems were no more positive than 

the later ones.  It’s called “The Ball Poem.”  You may have come across this.  This is the 

first Berryman poem I ever read. 

What is the boy now who has lost his ball 

  What, what is he to do 
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  I saw it go merrily bouncing down the street 

  And then merrily over. 

  There it is in the water. 

  No use to say, “Oh, there are other balls.” 

  An ultimate, shaking fixes the boy as he stands rigid, 

  Trembling, staring down all his young days 

  Into the harbor where his ball went. 

  I would not intrude on him 

  A dime, another ball, is worthless 

  Now he senses first responsibility 

  In the world of possessions 

  People will take balls 

  Balls will be lost always, little boy, and no one buys a ball back. 

  Money is external. 

  He is learning well behind his desperate eyes 

  This epistemology of loss. 

  How to stand up, knowing what every man must one day know 

  And most know many days how to stand up 

  And gradually light returns to the street 

  A whistle blows, the ball is out of sight. 

  Soon part of me will explore the deep and dark floor of the harbor 

  I am everywhere.   
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  I suffer and move, my mind and my heart move 

  With all that moved me 

  Under the water or whistling 

  I am not a little boy. 

 I have brought you a cheerful poem today, too, that we’re gonna end up with.  I 

promise.  I promise I have.  Because I also got to thinking that the last poets that we 

read — we start off with Ted Roethke who wound up mad and early dead, and Elizabeth 

Bishop whose poetry is the poetry of specificity but also one of loss, who died relatively 

young, it seems to me.  But also Randall Jarrell, I’m convinced, who was a suicide and 

Robert Hayden who’d be the only what my mother would call normal man in the bunch, 

and he grew up with terrible poverty and an unhappy childhood.  A black artist in a white 

world.  And so, you know, none of them had really, really happy times. And we’re 

coming up on Robert Lowell and Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton.  And so I got to 

thinking, you know, “Gee, this really does seem rather bleak.”  And so I brought you a 

poem by Carolyn Kaiser today to try to cheer us up. 

 In the meantime, look at a couple of these.  The first “Dream Song, the very first 

line breaks all convention. 

  Huffy Henry hid the day, 

Why is there that space?  Why is there that seizura?  What is there that blank?  He 

does that in other places.  In fact, in poem 45, which we’ll get to in a minute, “Henry 

nodded, un-.”  It’s kind of like, you know, maybe he went to sleep at the typewriter or 

e.e. cummings sneaked into the room, or something happened.  You know, what do you 
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do with that?  But that sense of separation and indefiniteness, I kind of like it. 

 Anyway, Henry hid the day.  Did he hide from the day?  He sulked.  He compares 

Henry in another poem -- in the poem about great literature, he compares him to 

Achilles, you know, who sulked in the tent. 

  All the world like a woolen lover 

  once did seem on Henry’s side. 

  Then came a departure. 

In the famous description that I mentioned last time, which is in a footnote here, about 

how this is a white American in early middle age, not me, sometimes in blackface, he 

says that he had suffered an irreparable loss.  Traditionally, that was Berryman’s 

father’s suicide.  Apparently, it happened right outside the boy’s bedroom window in the 

Florida dawn and so he was almost a witness to this. 

 So the departure may be his father but what difference does it make?  Henry — 

who is not the poet, not me — suffered a terrible loss.  He had been happy at one point. 

  Thereafter nothing fell out as it might or ought. 

  I don’t see how Henry, pried 

  open for all the world to see, survived. 

I think that’s a reference to confessional poetry, a reference to that kind of self-

conscious revelatory poetry prying open for all the world to see. 

  What he has now to say is a long 

  wonder the world can bear & be. 

  Once in a sycamore I was glad 
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  all at the top, and I sang. 

  Hard on the land wears the strong sea 

  and empty grows every bed. 

Seems like some kind of childhood thing.  Once he was at the top of a tree and he sang.  

And “empty grows every bed” seems like kind of a universal thing of loss.  Seems like 

not just all his bed but all our beds.  But he can be humorous.  I — you guys actually 

chuckled when we did “Life, friends, is boring,” as I recall.  I always did. 

 Dream Song 29.   

There sat down, once, a thing on Henry’s heart 

  so heavy, if he had a hundred years 

  & more, & weeping, sleepless, in all them time 

  Henry could not make good. 

I meant to mention to you too I think the Dream Songs make more sense if you read 

‘em out loud.  If you can hear them, I think they reach you better. 

And there is another thing he has in mind 

  like a grave Sienese face a thousand years 

  would fail to blur the still profiled reproach of. 

The things in his past that are heavy on Henry’s heart.  And this poem takes such a 

strange twist in the last stanza. 

  . . . Ghastly, 

  with open eyes, he attends, blind. 

  All the bells say: too late.  This is not for tears; 
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  thinking. 

And then suddenly: 

  But never did Henry, as he thought he did, 

  end anyone and hacks her body up 

  and hide the pieces, where they may be found. 

  He knows: he went over everyone, & nobody’s missing. 

  Often he reckons, in the dawn, them up. 

  Nobody is ever missing. 

In the dawn — you know, when the little birds wake you up, and consciousness is 

coming in, and you start thinking about what you should have said or what you shouldn’t 

have said, or what you should have done or what you shouldn’t have done.  And the 

worst emotion, the most useless emotion, in the world is regret, but this is what Henry 

does in the morning.  This is what many of us do, isn’t it, in the dawn?  Well, what’s he 

doing?  He’s thinking over all the people he should’ve killed but he doesn’t think — 

“Nobody’s missing.”  Anyone hacks her body up and hides the pieces?  No, he didn’t 

think he’d done that. 

 I know a woman who has a friend who suffers delusions, who always, even when 

she makes the trip to the grocery store, sometimes she’s convinced she’s run someone 

over and she has to backtrack and look for the body.  Maybe it’s a common thing.  I 

don’t know. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

‘Cause they keep thinking they’ve run over someone.  Oh, I’d just quit driving, I think.  I 
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think that would be the solution.  Somebody should take her keys away. 

 I like Number 40 because I like to read it.  This is one of the blackface ones, one 

of the minstrel show ones in a way, except there’s a lot of dignity to it.  And although we 

don’t know the whole story of Henry in blackface, there seems to be a relationship here 

that’s lost, about his son. 

  I’m scared a lonely.  Never see my son, 

  easy be not to see anyone, 

  combers out to sea 

  know they’re goin somewhere but not me. 

  Got a little poison, got a little gun. 

  I’m scared a lonely. 

    * * * 

  I’m scared a only one thing, which is me, 

  from othering I don’t take nothin, see, 

  for any hound dog’s sake. 

  But this is where I livin, where I rake 

  my leaves and copy my promise, this’ where we 

  cry oursel’s awake. 

    * * * 

  Wishin was dyin but I gotta make 

  it all this way to that bed on these feet 

  where peoples said to meet. 
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  Maybe but even if I see my son 

  forever never, get back on the take, 

  free, black & forty-one. 

Oh, a couple more. 

  He stared at ruin.  Ruin stared straight back. 

Isn’t that a great beginning?  This secret pal whose paths they cross from time to time.  

Line 13 — or ll: 

  or trembling to a telephone’s fresh threat, 

Don’t you like that, a telephone’s fresh threat?  If you are of that kind of sensibility, every 

time the phone rings it’s going to be bad news.  Particularly if the phone rings late at 

night or early in the morning.  Updike calls it that fire alarm that goes off ‘cause you 

know something’s happened to someone you love or they wouldn’t be calling you at 

2:00 o’clock in the morning. 

  and when some wired his head 

    * * * 

  to reach a wrong opinion, ‘Epileptic’. 

What would that be a reference to, “wired his head”?  Checking for epilepsy.  An 

electroencephalogram, I think, must be what that means.  EEG, wired his head, came 

up with the wrong opinion?  

  But he noted now that: they were not old friends. 

  He did not know this one. 

  This one was a stranger, come to make amends 
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  for all the imposters, and to make it stick. 

  Henry nodded, un-. 

 Look at 385 and we’ll wind up with 384.  I don’t know about his daughter.  I did 

read — oh, I’m trying to think of — it’s not Parezzi.  I think the author’s name is Parini.  

I’ll check on it and find it for you.  I did read his biography of Berryman which is 

fascinating, but it is one long chapter of anguish and loss and sadness and mistakes, 

one after another.  You think nothing could go wrong again and you read the next 

chapter and something goes wrong again.  So you can kind of see where the poetry 

comes from.  So I don’t know about the daughter. But what time of year is it?   

  Light leaves are flying. 

  Everywhere in enormous numbers turkeys will be dying 

So it’s Thanksgiving.  Look at line 10: 

  Fall is grievy, brisk.  Tears behind the eyes 

  almost fall.  Fall comes to us as a prize 

  to rouse us toward our fate. 

Look how many times he uses the word “fall” in every possible way you could do it.  

“Tears behind the eyes almost fall.”  It’s not really crying, it’s just that heat back there.  

But when he makes up a word, “Fall is grievy.”  Grievy.  I think that’s a wonderful word.  

Well. 

 Look at 384.  This one, well, speaks for itself.  This one’s pretty self-evident but 

I’d like to give you a reading of this one as well.  There’s one word that troubles me a lot 

in here and I’ll ask you about it and see if you can help me with it. 
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  The marker slants, flowerless, day’s almost done, 

  I stand above my father’s grave with rage, 

  often, often before 

  I’ve made this awful pilgrimage to one 

  who cannot visit me, who tore his page 

  out: I come back for more, 

    * * * 

  I spit upon this dreadful banker’s grave 

  who shot his heart out in a Florida dawn 

  O ho alas alas 

  When will indifference come, I moan & rave 

  I’d like to scrabble till I got right down 

  away down under the grass 

    * * * 

  and ax the casket open ha to see 

  just how he’s taking it, which he sought so hard 

  we’ll tear apart 

  the mouldering grave clothes ha & then Henry 

  will heft the ax once more, his final card, 

  and fell it on the start. 

 “I stand above my father’s grave with rage.”  Do you — I don’t know.  Do you 

perceive any rage in this poem, any bitterness, any anger?  I think anger is a proper 
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response to suicide.  Anger is a common response to suicide and this is certainly the 

one that he feels.  “And fell it on the start.”  What’s “start” mean?  This is the time, to 

read a poem, you really need a good dictionary.  W. H. [Inaudible] said, “Poets need the 

OED.”  I don’t think we need that much of a dictionary necessarily.  But “impulse” is one 

definition of “start.”  “Outburst” is another definition of “start” and I’m wondering if that 

might be part of it, but I’m not sure.  But that phrase, “who tore his page out” forever will 

resonate with me as the best metaphor for suicide I’ve ever heard.  The book of life.  He 

tore his page out. 

 Well, I promised you something that’s not exactly happy as much as it comments 

on this kind of thing.  And this is really serendipity and I’ll see if I can do it again.  

Carolyn Keiser read here, oh, a couple of years ago and she was very good.  And I’ve 

heard her read at a meeting in San Francisco back in ‘85 or ‘86, I wasn’t sure, and she 

read the poem I’m going to read you.  And I remember the way she prefaced it and it 

just seemed to be so relevant to some of this unhappy poetry that we’ve been reading. 

 I had the collected poems and I thought, “Well, am I ever gonna find that?”  That 

was this morning.  I decided I’ll take — I’ll bring them that Keiser poem to try to take the 

Berryman taste out, if I can do it.  And I thought, “How am I ever gonna find it?”  These 

are poems — 40 years of poems, from 1960 to 2000.  I thought, “Well, she divided ‘em 

up into the ‘60s, the ‘70s, the ‘80s, the ‘90s” and I thought, “Well, I heard her read in the 

‘80s.  I’ll just look at the ‘80s.”   

 The very first poem in the ‘80s is called “Afternoon Happiness.”  I thought, no, 

that’s not it.  Then I looked at all the other titles and, no, that’s not it.  Well, let’s just go 
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through the — it was.  “Afternoon Happiness,” the only poem I have read in her 

collected poems.  Guess I can quit now. 

 What she introduced the poem was — and I don’t think I’ll spoil it.  I think I’ll 

make it a little more clear, because it gets confusing right after the beginning, was that 

she said the impetus for the poem came when she was talking to her psychiatrist about 

how she was having trouble — her therapist writing — because she had recently 

remarried and was extraordinarily happy.  “Afternoon Happiness.”  For John.  I think that 

was her husband. 

  At a party I spy a handsome psychiatrist 

  And wish, as we all do, to get her advice for free. 

  Dr. Alsay, I’m supposed to be a poet. 

  All life’s awfulness has been grist to me. 

  We learn that happiness is a Chinese meal 

  While sorrow is a nourishment forever. 

What’s the cliche about Chinese food?  Okay.  You’re hungrier an hour later.  You know 

why?  Because Americans don’t eat the rice.  If you will eat your rice, you won’t be 

hungry an hour later.  If you just eat the vegetables — well, anyway.  Spoil the poem.  It 

just occurred to me. 

  We learn [poets do] that happiness is a Chinese meal 

  While sorrow is a nourishment forever. 

  My new environment is California Dreamer 

  I’m fearful I’m forgetting how to brood. 
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  And, Doctor, another thing has got me worried. 

  I’m not drinking as much as I should. 

  At home I want to write a happy poem on love 

  Or a love poem with happiness. 

  They won’t do. 

  The tensions of every day, the rub, the minor abrasions 

  Of any two who share one space 

  Ah, there’s no substitute for tragedy. 

  But in this chapter tragedy belongs to that other life 

  The old life before us. 

And now she’s addressing her husband. 

  Here’s my aphorism of today. 

  Happy people are monogamous, even in California. 

  So how does the poem play without the paraphernalia 

   Of betrayal and loss? 

  I don’t have a jealous eye or fear 

  And neither do you. 

  In truth, I’m fond of your ex-mate whom I call my wife-in-law. 

  My former husband, that old disaster, is now just funny 

  So laugh we do. 

  And what Cyril Connally has called the endless nocturnal 

  Conversation of marriage 
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  Which may be the best part. 

  Darling, must I love you in light verse without the 

  Tribute of profoundest art? 

  Of course it won’t last. 

  You will break my heart or I yours 

 

  By dying. 

  I could weep over that. 

  But now it seems forced, here in these heaven hills. 

  The mourning doves mourning, the squirrels mating, 

  My old cat, warm in my lap. 

  Here on our terrace as from below 

  Comes the musical cursing as you mend my favorite plate. 

  Later, of course, I could pick a fight. 

  There’s always material in that. 

  But we don’t come from fighting people, 

  Those who scream out red-hot I am’s in their hate. 

  No, love, the heavy poem will have to come from 

  [Inaudible], from lost time. 

  Fertile with pain or perhaps detonated by terrors far beyond this place 

  Where the world rends itself and its tainted waters rise in the east 

  To erode our safety here. 
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  Much as I want together a lifetime of thrift and craft 

  My cunning skills tied in a knot for you 

  There’s only this useless happiness as a gift. 

 So this is why these people produced all this great poetry is because they were 

unhappy and they remembered to drink enough. 

 You know, I just noticed that.  Did you get those lines?  I heard her read — I 

believe it was 1985 when she read this poem and it was brand new.  Perhaps the poem 

will come detonated by terror — terrors far beyond this place where the world rends 

itself and its tainted waters rise in the east to erode our safety here.  Isn’t that amazing?  

Seems to me that that was sort of a preview of things to come. 

 Well, I’m sorry.  I wanted to have a happy poem and I made everybody think 

about — do you even know who Emily Latella was?  She was a character played by a 

great actress who is no longer with us, a great comedienne, on “Saturday Night Live.”  

What was her name?  Gilda Radner.  She would do commentary on the TV — on a TV 

news show and she’d always get the word wrong.  I can just see her now.  If Gilda 

Radner were around she’d say, “What’s this I hear about tourists and tourism?  We 

need tourists and tourism.”  It’s the way certain people pronounce that word.  You just 

listen to ‘em sometime. 

 Okay.  Give me your papers and I’ll see you next time. 


