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poetry
Meena Alexander
DELIRIUM, MALIBU 2016
I have gone sleeveless before you, armless too
(Your eyes the color of choke cherries)
Broken bodies, frolicking in grass
Under the white alder, yes, that is what I saw.
I left my cousin on the ground and wandered off.
The suicides started to melt away,
Before that they were thick in my head and in my heart.
Of course suicides is the wrong word
Each of them wanted to live
Even the one who had started to cut herself.
I do not know why I said what I did
Perhaps so as not to make them seem so helpless.
By the promenade, a white truck ran them over.
I shut my ears, I cannot bear my aunt:
So why in God’s name leave her behind,
Your cousin the little one just seven years old
Who hurt her ankle and could not run?
I bit my tongue:
Why dress a child in Broderie Anglaise
Begging to be stained?
Our world is a mess of sulphur and cordite,
Jaws without teeth gnaw butterflies.
Soul, a furnace where dross is burnt away.
But that’s an outmoded way of thinking
Why not a theater for a command performance
Precise disordering of vowels,
The beginning of delirium
What the gods long for
In this altered atmosphere
(Headless the muse in Malibu)
Poetry, a whipper-snapper thing
On a high horse, galloping.
Malibu, July 19 – New York City, August 10, 2016
~ note ~
Meena Alexander
A NOTEBOOK IS NOT A FOREIGN COUNTRY
Days and months are the travelers of eternity
So are the years that pass
Basho wrote on his sleeve
As he crossed a mountain pass.
The warbling sound of the mountain.
Is this what Basho heard?
His ink was the color of iris petals.
Where is Basho now?
On the way to Dharamsala
The taxi stopped by a cluster of goats
Their coats mottled red in sunlight,
I see a child with a pitcher on her head
A scarf blows about her knees,
By a tree festooned with plastic bags
(Daily detritus) I catch the words of a girl—
Slow hours she swung in a tree
Leaves cradled her face,
Her eyes were hidden.
She needed a goddess naked and green
When her mother called—Meena,
O Meena where are you now?
The child’s lips trembled.
The tree replied
Rustling leaves, rattling its moist twigs.
Alone in her bed, the child writes—
I am she who cannot be.
What can a clump of words mean?
She hides the book under her muslin cover.
I brood on Basho
Who burnt his house
And crossed a mountain pass
He entered a kingdom of ringing syllables
And did not lose his way.
A notebook is not a foreign country.
June 5—
A bird warbles in water.
In the stones
We see a laughing thrush.
Its feathers, the color of your hair.
June 6—
In the Kangra Art Museum, miniatures stud the walls—
Krishna combing Radha’s hair. Kangra 18 c.
Her skirts ruffled with intricate embroidery
Her nails incarnadine
The storm of her hair, his blue hands in it,
His ochre robe blowing.
Rocks and trees a blur,
Bear witness.
June 7—
Tibet Museum, in Dharamsala—
Bloodstained scarf and shirt
Worn by a political prisoner.
I could not pluck my eyes from precious stains
Tea colored now, in sunlight.
Dalai Lama temple—on the painted verandah
A brazier perpetually burning.
Inside the temple, Green Tara of Everlasting Compassion
Under her gaze, saved from peril,
Bound in fine linen,
Heaped inside glass,
They turn in stillness, ancient liturgies.
~ note ~
Mike Alexander
THE SPANISH INQUISITION
You know the sketch. A sitting
room circa nineteen twelve,
an English Lady knitting,
a deferential knock.
The BBC would shelve
such footage under Stock.
A messenger arrives
to speak his single line,
a message from the lives
of working men who’d kill
for a decor so fine—
There’s trouble at the mill.
A page from D.H. Lawrence:
Each player chastely eyes
the other with abhorrence,
knowing that under clothing,
bared arms, quivering thighs,
there lies a deeper loathing.
Dame doesn’t understand
the world in this respect.
The working man, unmanned
by her stiff deposition,
blurts, I did NOT expect
the Spanish Inquisition!
The door bursts open. Three
goons dressed in scarlet satin!
Maniacal with glee,
one roars (the script neglects
to put it in Church Latin,
but …) NOBODY expects …
The humor here, our chief
amusement, is surprise,
absurdist disbelief—
but then the leading goon
begins to itemize
his weaponry, & soon,
surprise is followed by
a litany of fears,
the too-big-to-fail lie,
the flubs & the excuses,
the wars that run for years,
the tar brushes, the nooses …
We want the comfy chair,
the pillows lined in silk,
pajamas, & a pair
of slippers, (we confess!)
a nice warm cup of milk,
a little tenderness.
We don’t want prisoners
in jumpsuits, bodies piled
in mass graves, his & hers,
the images that keep
rerunning, unreconciled,
to taunt us, as we sleep.
Some nightmares, though, are true.
When Spain abruptly cleared
out Saracen & Jew,
the rest, to stay, converted,
but Torquemada feared
the pure would be perverted.
Over a span of weeks
his team of experts used
his patented techniques,
long interactive sessions
to question the accused
(discovery, digressions …).
The recusant, at first
suspended by an arm
behind his back, at worst
would get a dislocated
shoulder—no further harm
would be anticipated,
unless he still persisted
that he was never damned,
as if no Sin existed,
why, then a wad of cloth
would forcibly be jammed
into the prisoner’s mouth
& water would be poured
into his face, until
confession was secured …
that he’d abstained from pork,
writ sigils on his sill,
& done the devil’s work.
Still obstinate, the wretch
was tethered to a rack;
inquisitors would stretch
the truth out of his lies,
before they put him back
into his cell. Surprise,
surprise & fear, fear &
surprise, & the Armada
sails westward to defend
the Faith, while penitents,
burned for Torquemada,
still plead their innocence.
There’s trouble at the mill.
Don Tomas genuflects,
& we are chuckling still
at the manic repetition,
& nobody expects
the Spanish Inquisition.
~ note ~
Susan Alkaitis
I HAVE JUST KISSED YOU
Now, rubber ducks fan out
by the thousands
into the river.
I am overwhelmed. Not to change
anybody’s mind
but there is a choice: plunge in,
swim out
make a broad net
of my body,
begin collecting the debris,
trapping ducks
in my floating clothing.
Stuff them
into my pockets
or sit on the shore
admiring the sky,
waiting for you.
~ note ~
Cameron Barnett
THEATER OF AMERICA
for Michael Brown
I want to give you the silence of snow and let it melt
into you. I want to take your name and skywrite it
in permanent marker, then let the rain tattoo you everywhere.
This is what to do with black bodies. In the theater of America,
fire sprinklers are covering everything in shallow pools.
I want to give you a monsoon instead—it’s the safest waters
where most drown.
In the theater of America there are none so blind
as those who will not see color. They fill the aisles,
tongues wrapped in Gadsden flags. This is what they do
with black bodies: fill them with lead, let them fall,
let them sink, let them float in thin puddles. Even if
I could crush this theater inside my fist, I would
feel the small hammering of people rebuilding already.
And what is left of you? What about black bodies?
Your home is the rock of Sisyphus; your story is a book
the blinded are placing on a shelf in a library they have
never been to; yours is the prodigal play in which black
sons do not return home. Your body rests on the apron
of the stage. And somewhere in the mezzanine I hear a whisper
sailing like fishing line over still water: Blackness is always
knowing where you are, but never knowing where you’re from.
And from the rafters an echo: Blackness is always knowing
… never knowing.
~ note ~
Leila Chatti
MY MOTHER MAKES A RELIGION
to replace the old gods. Scripture
gleaned from the backs
of magazines, stars—she follows
horoscopes like commandments,
tells me Leila, you’ll be lucky
in love this month, but watch out
for the eyes of strangers, whatever that means,
a cigarette waved like a censer
through the air, calligraphy of smoke.
My mother rubs oil for wishes
on her wrists in the dark
aisles of the wiccan shop she loves
so much (except for the tarot cards and candles
shaped like dicks, she has limits), and won’t pass
any open water without first sinking
in a coin. She insists on fortune
cookies, but only believes
the ones she likes. My mother stays wary
of magic, forbade me late night
Ouija conversations, but once
paid thirty dollars for a psychic
to summon her sister, then cried.
A child, I heard the trinity wrong—
thought God was a ghost, her faith
a haunting. But now I know God is just
like any man: shifty and often late.
God’s like a bad dog that doesn’t come
when He’s called, and my mother waits
for no one. Summers, her holy
months, she lies by the pool
and anoints her own good self
with her own good sweat. Her wet palms
turn tabloids to birds, the pages ruffled,
as she tilts her face, defiant, towards an empty sky.
In these moments, I’ll believe anything
she tells me, still and radiant
as a painting of a saint, halos
in her sunglasses and the future
sleek and spread in her hands—
my mother, Seer of the week ahead,
my mother the miracle that will save herself.
~ note ~
George David Clark
TRYSTESSE
naught of her here
not a knot of her hair
naught from our year
of a little bit more
naught to adore
not a watt of her dare
and not enough air
anymore
~ note ~
Jose Hernandez Diaz
THE WINDMILL FARM
I was drawing a windmill onto the fog in the mirror after a shower, when I thought, why am I drawing a windmill onto the fog in the mirror? Then I answered, I’m drawing a windmill because it is a metaphor for rain. Next, I wiped the windmill off the mirror with my towel, and got ready for work. I work at a windmill farm 45 miles east of Los Angeles. The job consists mostly of staring at windmills. Mondays we meditate under the windmills, the company brings in a yogi with a PhD in philosophy. Tuesdays are Texas hold ’em Tuesdays. Wednesdays we stare at the windmills with absolute fear. Thursdays we check for mechanical failures and other duties as necessary. Fridays, Fridays we wipe the windmill blades clean of flies and mosquito guts. Then on weekends I watch boxing and long for the swooshing sounds of the windmill farm. Weekends are tough, but it’s only two days.
~ note ~
Michael Estes
PIANO
What’s played with the left
hand doesn’t change much. Samson
likewise was known to beat
to death the same man every
time. In his head
he dressed them differently,
accessorized. That one had
a lisp. That one wore
one sandal, and it was the covetous
glance he shot Samson’s
pair that killed him.
Another one had fought, bit
Samson’s finger as Samson’s
hand slid down his face
to his throat. Few men escape
doubt, and Samson thought
as his blood entered the man’s
mouth about his own dad’s
hands, and belt, come son
and be a carpenter, for
years the same three notes. Samson
was not a carpenter. He raised
the man off the ground, hands
coming together at the throat.
It was neither prayer
nor penance, and no one
walks around in one sandal.
~ note ~
Alan Fox
STAINLESS
torment doesn’t wound
terribly, terribly soon
when dribbled slowly
in or out of tune—
hush by hush
rune by rune
until this dish
ran away with a spoon
~ note ~
Tracy May Fuad
A ROBOT CALLS ME ON THE DAY WE TAKE THE 10,000TH SYRIAN REFUGEE INTO AMERICA
Hello, you croon, you’ve been selected.
Hi, I say, but Jane (I named you)
you just murmur on like some dumb
heart or other mindless organ
asking if I have a business.
You are so intrusive but familiar,
and so I must love you,
monotoned and strange
in your inflection, dialing me
when I wake up from Prosper,
TX, and Marathon, FL,
and once from my home state,
the Land of 10,000 Lakes.
I can’t seem to get my name
on the Do Not Call List—
I’ve tried to tell you, no,
I do not have a business,
and when you phone me
I just think of all the people
waiting for a good news ring—
for their names to bubble up
on the right list—Jane,
I don’t know what to name it
but let’s call it sadness,
let’s call it hoping-you’ll-
be-seen—could we go
on a spree of noticing
and being noticed, like it is
our business, Jane? Yes, I know
this need is unattractive,
that need is unattractive,
that we’re taught to turn
our backs to it, roll our windows
up and look away from it, steel
the adipose reserves
where we store empathy
for humans whom we locate far
from us on the spectrum—
as if it existed, the spectrum—
as if there is any room
between yes and no—yes,
those territories touch
and share a border, and there is
no room for a body
to straddle the line—
there is room for all 10,000 lakes,
and so why not the refugees?
What a crude word for person,
what a cruel way to count
lives, in digits—Jane, you must
know a thing about vastness—
look, how the lake is so wide
that you cannot see across—
please, tell them about the lake,
Jane, tell them how you cannot see
the far shore from here—tell them
there is space, Jane, tell them
there is room to bring their homes.
~ note ~
Chera Hammons
SHRIVEN
The worst part is that there is still some hope.
That there keeps being hope, no matter what happens to us.
Even though my stomach has hurt since the second grade
and I worry, one day, I won’t be able to make it to work anymore.
Even though when you were a child, you couldn’t say your Rs right.
We confess our wildest disappointments to each other,
no matter how small. The ways our families’ politics let us down.
The way you teach fourth grade instead of college,
though the debt we pay promised us something else.
The last rejection I got from Copper Canyon Press.
The way the plumber installed our dryer vent
(it’s too long, and the angle far too steep).
The way our border collie barks day and night at nothing,
no matter how we yell at or cajole her.
And if there is room enough for her to slip past
the person who opens the gate to feed her, she will.
The last time she got by us, she did it at night,
escaped into the blackness by the road
where we could hear her rushing like a wild boar through the sage,
then catch on the bottom strand of barbed wire with a yelp
that said she didn’t have the time to worry
about either her hurt or our embarrassment.
We stood in the road and could soon find no trace of her.
The darkness settled over us like a dove,
but all of the houses on the street had one bulb shining.
A quarter of a mile away, she appeared without warning
under the neighbor’s porch light,
as if she had always been waiting at the wrong door.
When we called the name that should have drawn her back,
she looked our way, tongue hanging, then disappeared.
I went to get the car, but by the time I had pulled out of the driveway
you were approaching in its headlights, bent low over the dog,
the dog pulling and panting, jerking you toward home.
I rolled down the window and offered you the leash,
but you called, It’s all right—I’ve got her collar—
as if we weren’t talking about two different things.
That damned dog. That damned dog.
She won’t stop barking at nothing.
And all this time, though there’s no place left for any of us,
we keep living here. We keep confessing to one another.
Every time we are saved, we pretend it’s forever.
~ note ~
David James
LIKE A BRICK TO THE HEAD
Here’s your mistake back
—Connie Deanovich, “Divestiture”
And here’s your forever love for me
back, along with your African violets,
a toothbrush, a half empty bottle of Bushmill’s.
Do you want the Miles Davis
and Dave Brubeck Quartet
CDs, or will it kill
you to let me keep them? I do have some
good memories—Wheatland, Blackthorn
Pub, Friday night bonfires, that weekend in Niagara Falls.
But here’s a list of all the dumb
and spiteful things you did to me: a hair from the unborn
baby we never had; a corner slice of lemon cake
from the wedding reception lost in time;
a doll for the granddaughter
we left behind in theory; the ache
in my heart drowning in the slime
of another rainy day. They’re all rainy days now.
Here’s my hope, shriveling. Here’s my broken joy.
Here’s my new life, love letters ripped to shreds,
which I’ll have to reassemble somehow.
~ note ~
Alan King
HOW IT FEELS
When your mother-in-law takes your daughter
out of her crib after the crying,
after you said she’s not hungry ’cause she threw up,
after you told her your daughter rocks to sleep easy but cries
when you put her back in the crib,
when your child’s grandmother takes her out
after you told her not to,
you remember the rose bush you and
your wife chopped down—the one that blocked
the living room window, that bullied away sunlight—
and you know this grandmother’s stubborn
love for her grandchild gashes your authority
the way the thorny bush prickled your hand, arms and legs
in its bold resistance, its open disregard
for what you wanted.
No one tells you parenting is like gardening,
where you defend your choices from parasites posing
as unwarranted advice, where insecurities bred by
Judgment and Condescension can brown your confidence.
When you watch your mother-in-law holding
your child after you told her not to,
you know how your wife felt that first night home
from the hospital, when your parents came by and
could only seem to unload their criticisms
at how she handled her child.
And if Compassion’s a deep sorrow for other’s misfortune,
do you forgive the know-it-all grandparents their transgressions,
how they selectively forget their mistakes?
Isn’t Humility an ingredient of Compassion, the one that
asks the grandparents to see themselves as they once were—
green in their new role?
You remember your parents fumbling in the dark
of what they didn’t understand, how their trial and
error traumatized your childhood—
how it pushed your brother into a homeless shelter and
his mental illness, your brother spiraling in his orbit of pain,
light years away from forgiveness.
When your child’s grandmother takes her out
of her crib, you take your child back, say:
“I love you … but I got this.”
~ note ~
Kien Lam
LINSANITY
Part of me is always
ten years old and too small,
puberty-slow and too poor
to be wasting time on games,
so when Lin sinks the winner
in Toronto and the large Asian crowd
goes wild like they’ve never
seen an Asian man be the guy,
like they’ve never seen a caricature
tear a hole in the movie screen
and crawl out, the way cartoons
used to dig through the center
of the Earth and find themselves
in an imagined version of China—
when the shot falls, for just
a moment I see my face
on the screen, the counter
restarted from three
and I set my feet
until two where I pump
my arm up, ninety degrees
the way I was taught
and I ready myself
to jump on one
where I will release
the ball at the very
point I am farthest away
from the Earth, where
for just a moment,
it might seem
like the thick iron
ball anchored
in this planet’s heart
will untether me
from its chain,
where for once,
it will feel
like there isn’t
anything
above me I’m not
supposed to touch.
~ note ~
Liv Lansdale
ON DOMESTIC ECOSYSTEMS
This jar
of yours has
people inside.
I feed them
jam. I lick
the knife.
Let’s fold
a map
of the sea
into thirds
and bury it
out back.
Nights
like these
the moon
is a round
fact like
a seed or
a lid or
the mark
on your
skin my
mouth will
leave behind.
~ note ~
Cory Massaro
THE STRINGS
Some of us sang the same;
some differed or were silent,
whatever what was pressing on us wanted.
The pressure came and went,
stretched and relaxed us; slack
became strain, pressure chasing after silence.
Once one of us was stuck
singing the same three clustered little clicks.
Melodies spread from us to suit the stuck one.
Some among us wondered what
profited from our inner play of stress,
what intelligence dreamed or managed it;
others, uncertain that there were observers,
reason, or cause, were content
simply to say we sang and someone listened.
~ note ~
Paula Mendoza
ENGINEER
I took it apart.
When it was whole,
it wasn’t right.
Gaps everywhere, nothing
locked into place.
I laid out each piece
on the floor
in order of how they felt
in my hand—
their weight, roughness,
and what I imagined they did
when once they held together.
This
must have grinded all the rest
forward, I think,
as I set a gear down,
third in line.
I don’t know what to do
with any of them.
It is morning and still cold
when I walk outside
with what, inside my fist,
feels smoothest, heaviest—
and knock something living
out of a tree.
It made a sound,
softer than I would have
figured a small, furred body,
falling into dirt, might make.
Whole, it wasn’t right.
Apart, lined up against each other,
they were near enough good.
I left the body
to be eaten by the stray we named.
Inside lay more pieces
to find.
For each, some better use.
~ note ~
Arash Saedinia
PLUMES
A plume of smoke, visible at a distance
In which people burn.
—George Oppen
Love, can I call you that, you called me that the other night, Love, I couldn’t move today, or only sank, fell, falling. Today I slept until I couldn’t and looked for your call. Your message woke me. I replied. Twice, worried you hadn’t gotten the first. And you replied, and I thought, What folly. I cleared and fell asleep again. I looked for you online. Friends post pictures of Gaza in pieces, people in bits. The skyline in plumes. Plume, a pretty word, but who can afford it? I click through the OED, arranged in pixels on my screen. Regarding the souls of poets, Plato said, “Arrayed as they are in the plumes of rapid imagination, they speak truth.” Beholding the Angels Life and Death, Longfellow wrote of “somber houses hearsed with plumes of smoke.” In “The Exile,” Ibrahim Nasrallah, an exile, writes, “Poets surround me like the fruit of regret.” If we began as light, we became flesh and have become information. Light unto sensor into bytes. Digits, pixels. Our daily bread. The news feed: Omar al-Masharawi, eleven months, dead of burns, wrapped in white, borne upon his father’s arms, whose fingers splay across the shroud, steady and soft. More photos. In Gaza City, Jabaliya, more shrouds. Charred blocks in Khan Younis, Beit Lahiya. The dead, the dying. Rubble, stalks of rebar, ash and limbs. Columns of smoke gore the air, choking daylight. Missiles from a distance. And from a distance, plumes.
~ note ~
Marjorie Saiser
FINAL SHIRT
After my father died, my mother
and my sisters picked the shirt, the tie;
he had just the one suit.
I left them to it, I didn’t
want to choose, I loved him
all those years. They took a shirt
from the closet, I don’t remember
which one, I’m sure he had worn it
to church and hung it up again.
They held a tie against the cloth
of the shirt. They decided, finally.
It’s like that. Things come down
to the pale blue or the white,
or some other. Someone buttoned it
over him, those buttons he had unbuttoned.
~ note ~
Neil Shepard
LINES WRITTEN AT TYRONE GUTHRIE
Tyrone Guthrie Arts Centre, Ireland
Another day of slant rain
that comes in sheets and obliterates
the landscape for minutes of time
and yet there are spaces between
through which one can almost see
a body or two, tucked in, refusing day’s
advance, coiled under a comforter,
like delayed half-rhymes
in a love-duet—sweet banter
before the dead reckoning,
the friar delivering his liquor
that yields the likeness of shrunk death
for two-and-forty hours, from which
like a sprung rhythm the youthful
one will spring up again …
if only. The day is like a Guthrie
production that wants to be high
art but can’t quite kick-start itself
out of malaise, so it kicks around the manse,
waiting for funding and the producer’s say-so—
he thinks it’d play better as an off-Broadway
show, risqué, that’s just made its way
uptown to where the lay crowd hangs
out, and keeps its clothes on—but never mind.
The rain’s washed over the lake and hills and
away it goes. The lake and hills remain.
I’ll need to send the lady away, buckle
my buckle, and buckle down, refrain
from playing with language and other
things just for thrills, or frills, and
grill myself or my environment
with the sorts of questions
that lead to an intent, as intent
appears to lead to meaning,
and meaning to meat, and meat’s
the matter, and matter’s an end.
~ note ~
Alison Carb Sussman
ANHEDONIC WOMAN
after Mark Strand and Louise Glück
I never want to suffer for love. I never want to put on a red dress
and have you tell me how incredible I look. Give me only a companion,
so I don’t have to bother with the stink of sex,
or crash through strange bedrooms and wake up naked
in bathtubs in the middle of the night with stupid blue lights
shining in my eyes. Give me stiff straight hair, caught in a bubble
of hairspray, so it never blows in the wind but remains like
a trapezoid. Give me sachets so the drawers always smell of stale
decapitated roses. Give me the evillest wood-backed chair,
one that forces my body ramrod straight
like a medieval torture device. I want the itchiest sweater,
one that makes me scratch like mad. To hell with soft runny cheeses,
oozing chocolate cakes, and moisturizing creams; give me hard
cheeses, Pisco sours, and flaking skin. To hell with corded muscles,
long flax hair, and screaming children, I want the world trussed
inside cabinets and boxes, pristine and preserved
like a Joseph Cornell miniature, not a world where everything
is jammed up against everything else like flotsam in the sea.
I don’t want the howl of a wolf or the pulsing luminescence of the moon.
I want Pluto, cold and still. I want to be submerged in the Underworld
where it’s dark and cool, where I can put on my night vision goggles.
I want you to tell me I look like a scarecrow. I want to frighten
all the birds away in a field that is the absence of field. I never want
to touch you at night but to lie still and stiff beside you and listen
to your breathing and know that I’m a zombie and I can’t touch you.
I want to hold back and hold back and hold back until I’m sick inside
and withered like an old leather shoe. I want to cut my food into tiny
morsels and only eat a crumb at a time until my body shrinks to nil.
I want the stars. They ask for nothing and give nothing in return.
~ note ~
Inez Tan
LAUREL
A tree is not anyone’s ward, not anyone’s burden, not anyone’s future
wife. If someone looked at a tree with lust, most of us would find that
disturbing. If someone rubbed up against a tree, most of us would try to
get that person help. No tree is told it can’t sit at another tree’s table. No
tree is in thrall to a meritocracy. No tree lays a hand on another tree’s
neck. Trees don’t actually have particular preferences for anyone. Trees
think the same of one another in and out of their clothes. Safe in
themselves, as themselves, they are better off not touching or obstructing
each other’s light. The woods are as glorious as the tree that stands alone.
~ note ~
Chrys Tobey
FOR THE ARCHAEOLOGIST WHO HAS BEEN STUDYING STONES FOR EIGHTEEN MONTHS
You’re trying to recreate how Neanderthals made
stone tools, trying to understand something from forty
thousand years ago, trying to understand someone from
forty thousand years ago, and as you sit chipping away at
rock, I sit comfortably on my couch watching your televised
moderately handsome face, in awe of your devotion, in awe
of your dedication to a damn rock. I won’t lie, whatever-your-
name-is, your hunger for shaping stone tools makes me think
if you can give a rock this much attention, with this much precision
and this much passion, if you can desire a rock for almost two years,
imagine what you can do in bed. I’m sure you’ve already imagined this,
and pardon me for seeing sex in everything, but I assume
Neanderthals saw sex in everything, too, so please forgive my
Paleolithic impulse to want you to study the circumference of my wrists,
slope of my tongue, symmetry of my thighs. Forgive me for wanting
to fuck like a Neanderthal. No sex toys, no shame,
just eighteen months of skin on skin, eighteen months
of learning how to suck like a Neanderthal, how to sweat
like a Neanderthal, how to scream like a Neanderthal, and then
we’ll go back to being Homo sapiens and move on.
~ note ~
Wendy Videlock
THE QUESTION EVER
The question ever
on my tongue,
whether flustered
or in love,
whether hawk
or mourning dove,
whether silk
or boxing glove
is what
are you so afraid of.
~ note ~
Wendy Videlock
I HAVE BEEN COUNTING MY REGRETS
I have been counting my regrets.
Bacon, Facebook, cigarettes.
Anger. Bluster. Laziness.
Fearfulness, indifference,
lousy lovers, stupid bets—
things that should not be confessed.
I’m still not dead. It should be said
I haven’t finished counting yet.
~ note ~
Sung Yim
ODE TO DEFEAT
i am thinking about my parents’ heartbreak when they lost 1 house, then 2. i am thinking about my father blaming himself for his own systemic ravaging. i am thinking about my mother getting on her knees & praying for safety as the life they were coerced into collapses all around them under its own burdensome dream. i am thinking about us all as the fingers of a world tender with shame & famine. i am thinking about my parents fighting over interest rates & loans with the gall to demand mathematical truth. i am thinking about education as a commodity on chokehold, bestowing while taking away like tiny paper cups of methadone. i am thinking about my hospital bills & regret ever signing those checks. i am thinking about the world as a body sick with grief & wars/gouges & plunder, what feels like an absurd back & forth in place when we are actually losing. when the skin is breaking where we’ve amassed the most. i think of my father cradling his head like an eggshell when i say survival is too lofty a goal. i think of my father loosening his belt after feasting on church barbecue & wonder why this is not enough/why we play any games just to win/why pleasure can’t be a goal unto itself. i think of us as the fingers of a dying body, touching & feeling, performing the last instinct to hold & flex & let go as the crash cart stops in the hallway.
~ note ~
RATTLE POETRY PRIZE
$10,000 WINNER
Cr: Scott Pinkerton
Julie Price Pinkerton
Champaign, Illinois
for
“Veins”
In the conversation in this issue, Meena Alexander says that the reward of poetry is “a kind of grace, a clarification of the everyday … of this muck and dreck and ruin that we’re in.” She’s right, and those words couldn’t fit a poem any better than Julie Price Pinkerton’s “Veins.” Shifting quickly between humor and sadness, as life often does, these words are grace. We’re proud to announce “Veins” as winner of the 2016 Rattle Poetry Prize.
Julie Price Pinkerton
VEINS
I.
During my annual physical, I tell my doctor that I’m starting to gross out
over how bulgy the veins on my hands are getting. Look at them, I say,
they’re like lounging blue sea worms.
It’s normal, she says. It just means you’re old.
(She and I are the same age.)
And it’s summer, so you’re warm. And old.
But this seems really sudden, I tell her. I just noticed them
last week while I met with a woman at a dementia care home
to try to get my husband’s stepdad a room there.
Well then, you were probably stressed.
Fight-or-flight and that whole deal.
That makes veins stand out more.
Also, warm weather last week, right?
OK, but last night I was watching “Tiny House Hunters”
in our nice cool living room. I was drinking root beer.
I was not stressed. And my veins were still gross.
Then you’re just old.
I hold up my most offensive hand.
Look, I say, some of the veins on this one form an “H.”
Do you want to hear my husband’s theory?
He says our dead cat Hankie is trying to reach me.
(My husband did not theorize this. I did. I sometimes put a degree of
separation between me and the things I throw into the mix.)
Though this is not my year for a pap smear,
my doctor needs to check my ovaries. She inserts
more than one but less than five
fingers way up into me.
I gasp.
Relax, she says. Go to your happy place.
I sit up on the table when she’s done with her hand-puppeting
and say, Damn, it’s like the morning after the prom.
For my weeks-long back spasm, she says
Here’s what you’re going to do:
You’re going to go home, find one of your husband’s long, long tube socks,
tie a knot in it—
—and bury it at the base of the oak tree at midnight? I say.
No, you’re going to lie down on it to work the muscles in your back.
Squirm around on it awhile. It’ll help.
II.
My husband cannot remember the name of the memory care home.
The name is Brookdale but he keeps calling it Briarhatch.
That makes no sense, I tell him. Think about it. Dementia patients
walk down the hallway and suddenly a hatch opens in the floor
and drops them into a bush of briars.
Yeah, he says. Not great.
Before Brookdale can let my stepdad-in-law, Bob, move in,
he has to get over an awful infection
which calls for awful antibiotics.
III.
Bob has what a lot of people call bad veins.
Nurses can’t ever draw blood from them or insert an IV without a big production.
Bob’s veins know an interloper when they hear one coming.
They hunker down in his arms hiding from those who summon them to come out
come out, wherever they are.
A regular, no-frills nurse tries to stick the IV needle in.
She digs and digs as though the needle is a pick-axe and Bob’s arm
is a steep mountainside hiding a shimmering vein of opal.
She is useless.
Sure enough, someone has to call in the Big Kahuna of veins
from a far corner of the hospital. This nurse knows things.
She is a snake charmer, coaxing Bob’s tired arm-vein to stick its head out
of the wicker basket long enough to be shish-ka-bobbed.
The antibiotics begin their work.
IV.
Bob gets better.
Then worse.
Then better.
Then worse.
V.
My back spasm won’t go away,
even after four massages I couldn’t afford
and some unholy-looking writhing
on the knotted-up tube sock.
I go see my orthopedic doctor
who writes up an order for physical therapy.
Before he can escape,
I ask him about my veins.
When you age, he says, everything you have
gets stiff, leaky, and starts to fall apart.
End of story.
VI.
I forgot to mention that Bob is the nicest man I’ve ever known.
When he was dating my husband’s mom, 35 years ago,
Bob was too good to be true. Too kind. Too decent.
People were skeptical. But he turned out to be the real deal.
VII.
So imagine this nice man
still going about his life,
still mowing the yard,
still drinking the cold water from the cup his wife brings him from the house,
still waving at her as she keeps a close eye on him,
still counting on her to fill in the gaps
of his memory, towing his cloudy brain along
like a barge that she
tugboats down the river.
VIII.
Bob’s final month was a long menu of rottenness.
He was shuttled back and forth eleven times between the hospital
and the nursing home. If you want to make a dementia patient worse, move them around from place to place like a hunted-down witness for a murder trial.
Bob went off the rails in the evenings, his confusion cooking up to a frenzy.
The shadows in his room grew longer and more sinister.
Corners filled up with things only he could see.
It didn’t help when half a dozen nursing home people gathered around him
trying to talk him back into his bed. Please don’t arrest me! Bob cried.
The nicest man any of us ever knew got so scared that he punched
a pregnant CNA in the belly. Not hard, but still a punch.
As the ambulance pulled away with Bob inside, headed back to the E.R.,
the nursing home director said, Please, you can’t bring him back here.
IX.
When laboratory mice were used to test certain theories
about the human brain, they were dropped into tall, cylindrical
columns of water for what is known as a forced-swim test. The researchers measured how long the mice would swim before realizing that they could neither touch the bottom nor climb out. Once they became aware of their situation,
they would stop swimming and collapse into a forlorn float.
X.
It’s impossible to pinpoint the exact day
that Bob stopped knowing us.
It was gradual, hidden somewhere
between his fever and his infection
and all the little moments of us trying
to make him feel loved.
We cleaned out all the Snickers
from the vending machine, breaking off
little chunks when he was able to eat.
The hardest thing was when Bob wept.
It was often during the last month.
Are those happy tears? Bob’s wife asked,
and he said yes. But you could see decades
of sadness, rivulets rolling off his chin.
I started to understand the difference
between crying and weeping.
If crying is the shattering of glass
or the doorbell ringing, weeping
is a dog lost in a forest.
XI.
Veins are good things, I tell myself.
Bob would’ve been happy to have these
simple, easy-access veins, “H” and all.
They keep me alive. They’re normal.
The weather is warm. I’m just old.
I ask my brain to be on my side.
Not to leave me until the very end.
I try not to look at my hands.
XII.
In the competition between Bob and the infection,
the infection won. It wasn’t even a good enough sport
to let Bob play for best-two-out-of-three.
The doctor said it was time to take out all the IVs.
They were only prolonging Bob’s struggle.
As decisions were made and needles were removed
from punctures in his narrow, reluctant veins,
Bob was elsewhere in his deep sleep,
already packed for the next world.
He wasn’t trying to touch bottom.
He had no dreams of climbing out.
~ note ~
finalists
Noah Baldino
THE NURSE LIFTS THE CLIPBOARD & REPLACES ALL YOUR VITAL SIGNS
with scratch-n-sniff stickers. You undress in front of her
because your body looks like hers. She stuffs her purse
& your mouth full of blue paper gowns. It feels like
the Eucharist melting on your tongue or sleeping
so long your legs forget how they’re supposed to work.
Every metal object in this room hurts your eyes & has a name
everybody knows except for you. The nurse holds something
to your heart you call severed elephant trunk, wilted flower.
She hands your boxers to the doctor & asks if you’ll be going
under the knife today. She loves how those words feel
against her teeth. It’s her favorite phrase. Her lips are strawberry
red like they’ve gone under the knife. You want to say this
but you say nothing. The doctor raises an anatomically correct
penis to his lips & does a waltz. You demand his credentials.
He undoes his belt & begins to cry. At that very moment,
you realize you haven’t shaved your legs in years. The doctor
blows his nose into your boxers while the nurse reenacts
the video your fifth grade class watched on how boys & girls
love each other the right way with the right parts. You worry
the doctor will find out you have the wrong parts. If he ever
stops crying he will give you the medicine. You want to be
the medicine. You want to be sleeping so long your legs forget
how they’re supposed to be hairless. The nurse licks a sticker until
her mouth purples like a wound. The doctor scratches &
scratches till his fingers bleed & the room smells great &
the chart reads female & the doctor wants to know why
you’ve changed your name & whose underwear he’s holding.
~ note ~
Ellen Bass
POEM WRITTEN IN THE SIXTH MONTH OF MY WIFE'S ILLNESS
I didn’t know that when my mother died, her grave
would be dug in my body. And when I weaken,
she is here, dressing behind the closet door,
hooking up her long-line cotton bra,
then sliding the cups around to the front,
leaning over and harnessing each heavy breast,
setting the straps in the grooves on her shoulders,
reins for the journey. She’s slicking her lips with
Fire and Ice. She’s shoveling the car out of the snow.
How many pints of Four Roses did she slide
into exactly-sized brown bags? How many cases
of Pabst Blue Ribbon did she sling onto the counter?
All the crumpled bills, steeped in the smells
of the lives who’d handled them—their sweat,
their body heat, cheap cologne, onions and
grease, lumber and bleach—she opened
her palm and smoothed each one. Then
stacked them up precisely, restoring order.
And at ten, after the change fund was counted,
the doors locked, she uncinched the girth, unbuckled
the bridle. Cooked Cream of Wheat for my father,
mixed a milkshake with Hershey’s syrup for me,
and poured herself a single highball,
placed on a pink or yellow paper napkin.
But this morning I think of a scene I never
witnessed, though she told me the story years later.
She’d left my father in the hospital—this time
they didn’t know if he’d pull through—
and driving the hour back to the store, stopped
in a diner and ordered coffee.
She sat in the booth, silently crying
and sipping the hot black coffee,
and the waitress, she told me, never said a word,
just kept refilling her cup.
~ note ~
C. Wade Bentley
SPIN
One of those nights when I wake with a start,
thinking I have heard my daughter calling my name,
though she is many miles away and many years
from sleeping in my home. I would like to believe
that via some unbroken remnant of a father-
daughter psychic bond, she is sitting upright
in her own bed at this very moment, thinking of me,
thinking how she would ask me to check the closet
for monsters or bring her a glass of water or find
a way to get rid of the blind date she has caught
a glimpse of as he waits in the front foyer. The world
should have this kind of magic, I think. It should not
be some burble of apnea that has me wide awake
now, wide aware of all the trucks or boulders,
bad hearts or sadnesses that have pinned my children
beneath them, all the times I could not summon
that freakish, parental adrenaline that should have
set them free. I’ve heard how Einstein struggled
to believe in god, to explain the magic that allows
two entangled photons to respond to each other
almost simultaneously, even reaching back to the past,
so that from great distances they keep on responding
somehow, even when one, or the other, has gone.
~ note ~
Rhina P. Espaillat
THE SHARPENED SHEARS HE PLIED
The sharpened shears he plied
hang useless on the wall,
now that he’s gone away,
almost as if they sense—
and mourn—the difference.
The shrubs he used to trim
have swelled, shapeless and dense,
and weeds he kept at bay—
creeper, tendril and limb—
run rampant through the fence.
But no, tools don’t recall
the gardener who died,
and these green things don’t care.
No thing remembers him.
How difficult to bear.
~ note ~
William Fargason
UPON RECEIVING MY INHERITANCE
I said Thank You father for giving me
this disease that will one day bind my bones
together at each joint Thank You genetics
for passing this down to me and not my sister
perfectly healthy Thank You for choosing
me Thank You bones some days I can’t sit up
without crying some days I can’t sit up at all
Thank You painkillers for your blessed strength
when I have none help me not feel Thank
You doctors and doctors and doctors and every
room I waited in for you I still wait now Thank You
mother for your company every room is less
empty because of you Thank You father for all
the years you had this disease undiagnosed blamed it
on lifting lumber or the years of contact sports
father you must have felt the same pain but didn’t
have the words for it yet didn’t know how to
voice pain except with your hands except to ask
more of me at the table scribbling my homework
with a dull pencil Thank You father my heart
has a tattoo of a heart with barbed wire wrapped
around it Thank You body I left myself came back
and realized I was still there all along Thank You
mirror the body is always more reliable
than the mind Thank You hands I can still form
into fists underneath the sheets Thank You
doctors for telling me that if my bones fuse
I will be like a tree Thank You for that metaphor
Thank You for the images of Dante’s forest
infested with harpies Thank You river water
fir trees open air I have tasted your sweetness
and turned away Thank You trees for your resistance
in every thunderstorm that passes outside
my window I wake up and still see the oak tree
standing Thank You rain I can only hope
to add rings beneath the bark I can only
hope to one day be cut down and counted
~ note ~
Ingrid Jendrzejewski
SUPERPOSITION OF STATES
He called it a thought experiment, a hypothetical scenario
They call it a threatened miscarriage, a state of uncertainty.
constructed to discredit the Copenhagen interpretation
There is more bleeding than normal for pregnancy, but less
of quantum mechanics: the idea that quantum systems exist
than expected for spontaneous abortion. There is nothing
in a superposition of states until a measurement is made.
that can be done to change the outcome, but there are tests
Imagine a box containing a sample of radioactive material,
to determine what is happening. On two consecutive days,
a Geiger counter, a hammer, a vial of hydrocyanic acid,
blood is drawn from my veins, sent to the lab, and analyzed
and a cat. If the the radioactive material decays, it activates
for the levels of human chorionic gonadotropin, a hormone
the Geiger counter which in turn activates the hammer,
produced by embryos. If the level goes up, the baby is alive.
shattering the vial and releasing the poison. The cat dies.
If it goes down, the baby has died. Right now, I’m waiting.
But if the Geiger counter detects nothing, nothing happens.
I’m waiting for the lab to process the results, I’m waiting
Schrödinger’s cat lives. Now, imagine the box is closed.
for the results to be passed to my doctor, and I’m waiting
Radioactive decay occurs when the nucleus of an unstable
for her phone call, the call in which she will open the box,
atom emits energy; it is a quantum phenomenon, and thus,
tell me what has been detected, collapse all possibilities
our radioactive sample exists, according to Copenhagen,
into a single certainty: dead or alive. I know that my blood
in a superposition of states until a measurement is made.
has already told its story to other observers, but the results
Thus, the Geiger counter both detects and doesn’t detect
of a measurement, asserts the Copenhagen interpretation,
radioactive decay; the hammer both smashes and sleeps;
cannot benefit another observer unless they are relayed to her
the vial both shatters and remains whole. And thus, until
at less than or equal to the speed of light. So at this moment,
an act of observation, until we look inside the box, the cat
I feel this baby in my womb, both developing and decaying,
is simultaneously dead and alive. Absurd, said Schrödinger,
both flourishing and failing, simultaneously dead and alive,
this notion of simultaneous life and death. The cat is either
and I’m dreading the phone’s ring in case it’s the wrong result,
alive or dead, not both together; surely, the cat’s life must
in case we open the box and the cat is dead. Absurd as it is,
be independent from the act of observation. Surely, living
I hold that having a baby that’s both alive and dead is better
is living, death is death.
~ note ~
David Kirby
THIS LIVING HAND
Tom Mannarino defends his MFA thesis brilliantly, but when
I stick my head in his office door to say so, he’s slumped
in his chair and staring at the floor, and when he looks up,
there’s no other way to describe him than horror-struck.
Tom’s thesis is a novel about his escape from a crushing
religion and the freedom he finds in the love of men, and now
that it’s written and we’re all telling him it’s brilliant,
he realizes that he’s at a turning point, that his story isn’t
academic any more, that it will be published and people
will see it, his family included. It’s so hard to connect
with others sometimes. Keats wanted to: Leigh Hunt remembered
that his young friend looked often at his hand when he was
near death, a hand “faded and swollen in the veins, and say
it was the hand of a man of fifty,” and then Keats turned
from one of those long poems he was no good at to write
in the margin a fragment that begins, “This living hand,
now warm and capable,” and ends, “see, here it is,” and
“I hold it towards you.” In Celtic theology it’s said that heaven
and earth are only three feet apart, but there are thin places
where the distance is even smaller: “The door between this world
and the next is cracked open for a moment,” wrote one mystic,
“and the light is not all on the other side.” When soldiers
at the Battle of Little Bighorn realized the jig was up, they shook
hands with one another. Goodbye, Calhoun! Goodbye, Ross.
And the Arikara scouts kissed their horses and told them they loved
them. Tom, you try to live your life, but home calls you back.
On a beautiful May morning, your parents are away.
You mow the lawn, put the mower back in the garage,
pick up the gas can, pour its contents over you,
strike a match. Tom, it should be a better world. It isn’t.
Why didn’t you just leave? 200 years ago in Philadelphia,
wise men wrote, “We hold these truths to be self-evident:
that all men are created equal.” Why couldn’t you believe them?
Jefferson had originally written, “We hold these truths to be
sacred and undeniable,” but Franklin struck the three words
that made the claim religious, changing it to a claim based
on reason instead. Tom, you weren’t thinking, were you?
Maybe religion could have saved you, though not
the kind that says people who are different from us are evil.
Paul McCartney was fourteen when his mother died of cancer.
Later, she came to him in a dream: “It was great to visit with her again,”
he said, and then he wrote “Let It Be” because in the dream,
his mother told him, “It will be all right, just let it be.” Keats’ hand
was faded and swollen, but his skin is clear now, his fever cooled.
Can you see? It’s just here, Tom. He’s holding it out to you. Take it.
~ note ~
Craig Santos Perez
THANKSGIVING IN THE ANTHROPOCENE, 2015
Thank you, instant mashed potatoes, your bland taste
makes me feel like an average American. Thank you,
incarcerated Americans, for filling the labor shortage
and packing potatoes in Idaho. Thank you, canned
cranberry sauce, for your gelatinous curves. Thank you,
Ojibwe tribe in Wisconsin, your lake is now polluted
with phosphate-laden discharge from nearby cranberry
bogs. Thank you, crisp green beans, you are my excuse
for eating dessert later. Thank you, indigenous migrant
workers, for picking the beans in Mexico’s farm belt,
may your children survive the journey. Thank you, NAFTA,
for making life so cheap. Thank you, Butterball Turkey,
for the word, butterball, which I repeat all day butterball,
butterball, butterball because it helps me swallow the bones
of genocide. Thank you, dark meat for being so juicy
(no offense, dry and fragile white meat, you matter too).
Thank you, 90 million factory farmed turkeys, for giving
your lives this holiday season. Thank you, factory farm
workers, for clipping turkey toes and beaks so they don’t scratch
and peck each other in overcrowded, dark sheds. Thank you,
genetic engineering and antibiotics, for accelerating
their growth. Thank you, stunning tank, for immobilizing
most of the turkeys hanging upside down by crippled legs.
Thank you, stainless steel knives, for your sharpened
edge and thirst for throat. Thank you, de-feathering
tank, for your scalding-hot water, for finally killing the last
still conscious turkeys. Thank you, turkey tails, for feeding
Pacific Islanders all year round. Thank you, empire of
slaughter, for never wasting your fatty leftovers. Thank you,
tryptophan, for the promise of an afternoon nap—
I really need it. Thank you, store bought stuffing,
for your ambiguously ethnic flavor, you remind me
that I’m not an average American. Thank you, gravy,
for being hot-off-the-boat and the most beautiful
brown. Thank you, dear readers, for joining me at this
table. Please hold hands, bow your heads, and repeat
after me: “Let us bless the hands that harvest and butcher
our food, bless the hands that drive delivery trucks
and stock grocery shelves, bless the hands that cooked
and paid for this meal, bless the hands that bind
our hands and force feed our endless mouth.
May we forgive each other and be forgiven.”
~ note ~
Emily Ransdell
THE VISIT
When I knelt to face him, he said my name—
not the one he and my mother
had given me, but the long forgotten one
he had called me as a child: Lem, he said,
so matter-of-fact. As if half a century
had not passed since anyone called me that—
no sweltering station wagons of summer, no minnows,
no fishhooks, no father chasing a porcupine
to offer a daughter a swatted towel full of quills.
I wheeled him back to his room like he asked,
although that was not what he meant.
Back through the hallway gauntlet of slack
and spittle, past dociled women in open-backed
shifts left unsnapped for easy hygiene,
past the unmistakable smell of shit.
To his room with its narrow bed like a child’s.
It took two kind aides with arms like oars
to lift him. They were men
on a schedule, so many to tuck in
by dark. Still they paused
for the briefest moment as he settled.
As the sheet floated white and quiet,
they waited like parents do
before they turn off the light.
~ note ~
Patrick Rosal
A MEMORY ON THE EVE OF THE RETURN OF THE U.S. MILITARY TO SUBIC BAY
Every day in America
I am trying to be taken
seriously
When
the United States last
owned the naval base at Subic Bay
my uncle (my father’s distant
cousin) was a colonel in charge
of Philippine forces under
Marcos On our first and only
visit to the Philippines
my brother (maybe eight)
and I (thirteen?) were left
alone in my uncle’s house
with one of my uncle’s
guards and my uncle’s grandson—
a boy maybe five And
when the guard dashed out
to eat lunch he left the front door
open
and the five-year-old with us
The sentry
had slid his gun under a small table
beside the door And the boy
who spoke no English
picked up the automatic and
pointed the rifle at my chest
then
my brother’s
head
The boy
was smiling
It must have been funny
on the other side
of the gun I couldn’t simply stroll
my little brother past the barrel
to the door where it was a bright
blue day I couldn’t see
the safety from where I was standing
So I said
Put that down I’m serious
and the boy laughed
I said Put it down It’s not a joke
and the boy laughed
some more He laughed
in the colonel’s language and
he laughed in mine as if we all
understood the laughter I’m serious
Sometimes
I think there
are two countries
one
on either side of a gun There
are guns at the borders but
that’s how borders are made
They are made of guns
I’m
serious
~ note ~
conversation
A CONVERSATION WITH MEENA ALEXANDER
Cr: David Lelyveld
Meena Alexander, described in The Statesman (India) as “undoubtedly one of the finest poets in contemporary times,” is the author of Atmospheric Embroidery, forthcoming in 2017 from TriQuarterly Books/Northwestern University Press. She was born in India, raised there and in Sudan, and at the age of eighteen went to England to study. Now she makes her home in New York City. Her volumes of poetry include Illiterate Heart (winner of the 2002 PEN Open Book Award), Raw Silk, and Birthplace with Buried Stones. She is the editor of Indian Love Poems and author of the critically acclaimed memoir Fault Lines. Her book of essays, Poetics of Dislocation, appeared in the University of Michigan Poets on Poetry Series. Her awards include those from the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation, Fulbright Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation for a residency at Bellagio, and the Arts Council of England. Her poetry has been translated into several languages and set to music, most recently by the Swedish composer Jan Sandstrom. She teaches at Hunter College and the Graduate Center CUNY.
CONVERSATION BETWEEN MEENA ALEXANDER LENNON AND TIMOTHY GREEN
July 17th, 2016
Malibu, California
GREEN: What drew me to your work in the first place was an essay and lecture that you wrote for a Yale Political Union debate about the use of poetry. So what is the use of poetry, can you tell us?
ALEXANDER: [laughs] We were talking in the car about the genesis of this thing, how it came to pass. I was in India, in Chennai, where my mother lives, and I got a call from an undergraduate—I think she was president of the Yale Political Union, and she said, “Have you heard of us? We’re the foremost debating society in the United States.” I’ve never done that sort of thing, debating I mean, so I asked if she’d like me to read poems, but she said, “No, no, you have to talk, and then we will debate the proposition or the question.” After months of going back and forth, we decided on the question, “What use is poetry?” It was hotly debated, and in the end I think the ones who felt it had some use had won.
GREEN: Well that’s good to hear!
ALEXANDER: What is the use of poetry? My god …
GREEN: I love the poem that you quote in that lecture, the one I think you were in Colorado, and you tell the story of the person shouting out that question, and your response is that, “We have poetry so we do not die of history.” And then what I love about so much of your poetry is the next line, where you admit, “And I have no idea what that meant.” [both laugh] There’s this beautiful line, and then the direct honesty following it.
ALEXANDER: But it’s true; I don’t know what that means. I don’t know in that part of the head that knows. But that’s not necessarily the part of the head that makes the poem, because the poem comes out of all this emotional and physical stuff that’s really outside the purview of words. What moves us as human beings. I think poetry very directly taps into that; I think of it almost as a kind of music that allows us to exist in the chaos of our lives. Poetry is the art that is closest to music, and I think it always aspires to the condition of music in some way. When I was at Yaddo some years ago, I made friends with a composer. I watched him compose with this program called Sibelius and these big sheets of music would come out, and he would draw lines about how to connect this part to this part—and I thought that was so much closer to the experience of making a poem than the logistics of making prose, which is more discursive and thought-driven. Poetry is also thought-driven, but prose is more argumentative and logical. So I think the use of poetry is that it’s totally useless. [Green laughs] But it helps us live our lives. It has no use; it has no function except to allow us to live and clarify our lives, if only very briefly.
Sometimes when I work on a poem I feel I’m enormously driven by something, some motion. One of the most recent poems I made was about the suicide of a Dalit student—Dalit means formerly of the Untouchable community in India. In Hyderabad this occurred, it was a young guy, I think 26. I was so overcome by emotion that I kept working and working, and that was one of the only poems I finished in about two days. It’s going to come out soon in India but also in the U.S. It’s called “Death of a Young Dalit.” Everything else takes years—one of my poems took four years. You start with the emotion or the necessity of it, but then you have the perfection of the line, which is so bloody hard. I think people who don’t write don’t get how arduous it is. It’s a bit like Sisyphus, you push the rock up and it falls back, and if you’re very lucky you find a little notch in the side of the mountain that can hold it briefly, and then you can come back and revise it. So it’s very hard, but on the other hand it can be a jubilant task. There’s no monetary reward for poetry, it’s not like being a novelist or something, but the reward, I think, is a kind of grace, a clarification of the everyday. Because that’s what poetry is really bound to, the stuff of our lives. It comes out of this muck and dreck and ruin that we’re in. I’m thinking that particularly now there’s such a difficult summer with all the shootings and the killings.
GREEN: Even right now, I don’t know if you saw the news, but as we speak there’s something in Baton Rouge going on.
ALEXANDER: And how do you make sense of it? I do think that as a poet one has to bear witness, but it’s also bearing witness to a leaf falling from a tree. I think you have to take what comes to you and write it. If you write a poem that touches on the violence in the world, which I have done, the hope is that the poem returns you in some measure of tenderness to the Earth, right? Because the thing about violence is that it cuts you away. So in that sense I suppose a poem is the exact opposite of taking out a gun and killing somebody; it’s the other side of whatever we do as human beings. I kept thinking about what happened in Nice, with all those parents and children at the Promenade des Anglais, and awful things happen in airports and warzones all the time, as we know, but when our children were small my husband and I would take our children to watch the fireworks, and you would think of it as this safe thing to do. So the idea of this massive truck … to tell you the truth, Tim, I’m tired of this stuff. It’s useless my saying I’m tired of it. But the question is, how does one make a pattern, how do you talk about this in a way that at least briefly gives us a picture of the world? I don’t have an answer.
GREEN: How did you get started writing poetry? You traveled a lot early on, growing up in India and then Sudan, and then Great Britain …
ALEXANDER: Yes, I was born in India and my father was a meteorologist for the government. So he was posted to Sudan by the Indian government in 1956. This was after the Bandung Conference. It was during the Cold War era, and it was a very important conference of non-aligned nations, neither Russia nor the West. It was Asian and African and I think Brazil had observer status. There was a technical agreement between India and Sudan so my father was one of the people posted to Sudan. My mother and I followed a few months later. I turned five on the steamer. When I got there it was totally different. I have a poem called “Water Crossing” about that—I just didn’t know the language, the world.
GREEN: Do you have any memory of India before that? I don’t think I have many memories before five …
ALEXANDER: You know, if I have memories, they exist because I’ve returned to that place. Sometimes you don’t know which memory comes before or which is layered up. But I think for me that first water crossing was very important, because I didn’t really have any language. I felt I had lost a language and not gained another one. In a way it was a space for the imagination. So I have this long poem in my book that’s forthcoming called “Indian Ocean Blues.” I kept writing it and re-writing it as I do this stuff. I was up in the mountains at the time, in India, and Quincy Troupe was to publish it in Black Renaissance—I must have sent Quincy ten, eleven, twelve drafts—and he was very patient. I was listening to a piece of music by Vijay Iyer. I always listen to the same piece of music as I write. It drives people around me crazy.
GREEN: A different song for each poem?
ALEXANDER: I have a few that I listen to. It’s like getting into the zone. There’s some piece of the brain that just gets …
GREEN: That you’re shutting off, I think.
ALEXANDER: Is that what it is? Oh how clever, I never thought of it that way. Rather than activating it’s shutting off.
GREEN: I always think of it as the frontal lobe, which is where your conscious thoughts are being generated, so that when you turn that off your subconscious can emerge and make those connections that the logical brain might miss.
ALEXANDER: That makes perfect sense to me. I always thought of it as zoning into a space, which I think is also partly the case, but you’re absolutely right, there’s a certain shedding off, and you go into a kind of dream zone. That makes a lot of sense.
GREEN: Elizabeth Bishop referred to this as the “self-forgetful perfectly useless concentration.”
ALEXANDER: I have a very good friend who’s a wonderful poet. She and I have been friends for about 30 years now, maybe more—Kimiko Hahn—and once she said to me, “Be careful crossing the street.” And I said, “Yes, you understand that.” Sometimes I’m just so lost in thoughts—which is why it’s nice being in Malibu here and not Los Angeles itself. [both laugh] But now I’ve forgotten what you asked me.
GREEN: Oh, it was how you started writing …
ALEXANDER: Ah, yes, how I started. Well, you know, it’s a good question. I had a little notebook when I went to my grandparents’ homes in India. I would read poems by Sarojini Naidu and Tagore, and then I would read Wordsworth. I studied French in Sudan, and I loved Verlaine. I would just write these really bad, pastiche poems when I was ten or eleven. I still remember I read a horrible poem at one of our family gatherings, and everybody clapped, and I thought, “Oh my god, that’s something!” So I kept writing, and when I went back to Khartoum, in Sudan, I think in a way it was to escape my parents and the house. I used to write sitting on the toilet, in secret. My mother didn’t approve of the fact that I wrote—my father was supportive of me.
GREEN: Didn’t approve—why not?
ALEXANDER: When I grew up a bit more and I was a teenager and the poems were published in newspapers and things, she thought that this was too much self-exposure for a woman. My mother had gone to college and all that, and her own mother, my maternal grandmother, was highly educated, and was a nationalist, but somehow as an Indian woman who turned out in some ways to be quite conservative; that’s something my mother had to struggle with. I went to England when I was eighteen and did a PhD there. I worked on poetics and early English Romanticism, but I didn’t really have the space in my head to write. I wrote a few poems that were really bad, because everything in my head was going into this theory business. But I went back to India when I was 22, and I really started writing. In those early years I published three collections of what I really think of as juvenilia, interesting nevertheless. My first two books were long poems.
When I make a poem, it’s as if I’m moving in between languages, because I have my mother tongue Malayalam. I’m writing in English, but I have in my head also French and Arabic and a bit of Hindi. I think it’s a mistake to say that poets have a language—quite the contrary, we’re the people who struggle for words, because we don’t have them. We realize that they’re not ours to possess. They’re fortuitous and ephemeral, and the meanings slip and slide. And I do feel it’s as if, when I write, I’m translating out of a space where there is no language, into English, which is what I’m writing in, but I have these other languages in my head. This was borne in on me very strongly some years ago when I had this weird experience where there were poems that were being translated into Italian by Andrea Sirotti, and a cycle of poems into Swedish by Jonas Sandström, and a poem in several parts into Urdu by Fahmida Riaz. All in the space of a week or so they wrote to me saying, “What does this image mean?” or, “Where does this line end?” and I thought I was going to go crazy! My fear was that my poem didn’t exist anymore. And I guess the way out of it was having the insight that they were doing what I was doing, that I was also translating, and that kind of saved me.
GREEN: Like they’re re-translating your translation …
ALEXANDER: They’re making a new poem in their own language, and digging under my poem to get there. I felt that the poem I made was completely destabilized, because they wanted to know whether the line moved this way or what this image meant, and that was just too much for me to cope with. Each of them had to make a poem in their language by digging underneath my poem, and that was the discomfort. But then I also do it as well, out of this molten stuff, the bedrock of whatever it is we’re creating from. Digging under syntax and place to make a poem.
GREEN: Do you read poetry in other languages for pleasure?
ALEXANDER: I do read poetry in French, but mostly I read in translations to English. My Italian’s not as good as it should be, though I’ve been going to Italy quite a bit. I made this cycle of poems about Sarra Copia Sulam. I was invited to Venice for the 500th anniversary of the Ghetto Nuevo, to write a cycle of poems inspired by this amazing woman, Sarra Copia, who was a poet and kept a literary salon. Somehow she fell in love with a Catholic priest, Ansaldo Ceba, a man she never physically saw. They exchanged letters, some very erotic. He wanted her to convert and she refused. She was indicted for heresy, for denying the immortality of the soul and Sarra, in her own defense, in 1621 wrote an extraordinary manifesto attesting to the immortality of the soul. I found her story and her writing so moving.
GREEN: Do you think poetry, to you, is visual, or do you think it’s performative? Do you give readings very often, and do you think that’s a main medium for poetry, or do you think that the written word on the page is where poetry lives?
ALEXANDER: I think poetry lives where it can. I think the poetry that I write has a sonic body. It’s a creature of sound. I compose and sculpt it very carefully on the page, but that doesn’t mean it’s just for the page. I know people who are spoken word poets, and that’s a different process of composition. But for me, the line and the breath and the sound, I think it’s aural. I grew up with a tradition in India of oral poetry, the old recitations of the epics that were recited again and again. Poetry is a body of sound—the inscribed part is very important, but I think through sound. When I revise also I think in sound.
GREEN: Because you started off with that image of the composer drawing lines between notes, and for a composer it’s all the sound that they’re transcribing to guide whoever’s going to be playing the music. Do you feel like, when you write a poem, that’s what you’re doing, guiding the player who’s going to be reading it later?
ALEXANDER: No, because the player is also myself, and the hand that writes. There was always an element of grit, something that’s troubling me, or coaxing me. Something like that bit of grit the oyster makes its pearl around. There’s that stuff that isn’t just sound, something that’s struggling to come out. I don’t write for the poems to be read out loud, necessarily. I think I write for them to live, and how they live is always a bit of a mystery to me. Where does the poem exist? What would you say if I asked you that? It’s not easy to answer.
GREEN: No, it’s not. Well, I would say it’s in the reader’s breath, whoever’s reading it.
ALEXANDER: I think the idea of breath is very important, and it’s born again each time, isn’t it? There’s something mysterious and ghostly about the poem. So there is the page, which is essential, but perhaps not always so essential. There are great traditions of oral poetry, which are transferred memory by memory through the generations and across centuries. The earliest poems were recited or sung. So I think that the meaning of the poem is also very closely allied to the possibility of it being sung. But that’s not the only element. Sometimes I love the difficulty of the poem, the gnarled nature of the thought where you have the page and you rely on it. That’s not where the poem lives, though, that’s a different kind of question.
The act of writing is crucial. I have this long poem I made some years ago called “Illiterate Heart,” which is also the title of the book in which the poem appears. There are several languages in the poem, little strips of lines, and the poem was in part about learning my vowels as a child in India. I didn’t want to learn a different script. I have this line, “I’ll never be locked in a cage of script.” I used to run away any time my tutor came. Which is kind of strange for a writer to be scared of script—but I guess that’s why I’m a poet. [both laugh] Because I didn’t want to be trapped inside the rules of grammar.
So where does the poem live? I think we keep writing so that we’ll have a little taste of where the poem lives, but we can’t live there very much. It’s like that line, “human kind cannot bear very much reality,” from Eliot, Four Quartets. I think we can’t, and yet we need to try. So a poem has a different atmosphere to it. You said something earlier in the car about poetry in the everyday, and that’s the basis for art, for the kind of art I make, it’s my life.
What comes out might be extremely intricate and passioned, but that too is part of the world. It’s amazing when you think about forms in nature. I’ve been walking around here, looking closely at trees and leaves and the striations of rock. My father brought me up with a love of clouds. He was a meteorologist and was fascinated by monsoons. At a very young age I learned the names of clouds, and how the winds move. I remember he once said to me—he loved it—but he said meteorology was the most imprecise of the sciences. And I think a poem is like that: the materials constantly shift and change form, but when the poem pauses for a bit is when you catch it. Maybe our revisions try to keep pace, which is always vexing for a poet, because you have to keep revising the damn thing. So it keeps altering its shape and suddenly there comes a moment when you say, “Ah!” If you’re lucky. [laughs]
GREEN: How do you know when it’s done?
ALEXANDER: Sometimes I know, and sometimes I don’t. Now I’m very willing to put something away until I have that little moment. It’s hard, but you know it, because you’re so intimate with all possibilities that you realize you might have exhausted them! [laughs] But you have to be the slave of the poem, in a way. You have to be willing to be humbled by it, because often I don’t get it right. I think that’s just the nature of this game.
GREEN: I’m always interested in revision, because I’m not a reviser myself. You talked about it as a place you go to, and getting back to the place once you’ve left it—I can never feel I’m in the same mental state.
ALEXANDER: Well, you aren’t in the same mental state. But the trick is to allow the words that you have so far on the page to draw you into the emotion, and then see how it hangs out. I have the most awful handwriting. I think it’s nice, but nobody can read it, not even my husband. So I write by hand. I have all sorts of notebooks, and then I type it out, but when I read what I’ve written by hand, I sometimes have to guess what it is. So this is a very interesting process for me, because I look at the lines and as I do that I start getting something else, and I type it up, and cross it out, and paste it into my notebook. There’s a lovely poet and critic, Eileen Tabios, I think she lives in California, she once did an interview with me and looked through drafts of my poems. That book is called Black Lightning—
GREEN: Oh, I love that book! And you can’t find it anymore.
ALEXANDER: It’s out of print, and I wish someone would re-do it. It’s a wonderful book, big, with all these manuscripts. But Eileen taught me something, and I’m grateful to her. She told me to keep all the drafts of my poems, and now I do. I have a special pen I write with, and notebooks, so I owe a big thanks to Eileen, because before I would write, and then just toss it away.
But it’s hard, this act of writing. In the part of India I come from, but also other parts of India, the first letter that a child writes, he or she does it in a bowl of rice. So you write with your finger. When I was a child I used to play outdoors all the time, and I didn’t go to school much until I was eight years old, which has made me the poet I am. [laughs] I loved to take a stick and just write lines in the earth. This act was very important for me, writing with a stick as a child, making doodles.
GREEN: What is the state of contemporary poetry in India? And by that I mean the industry of it. Because we have a lot of readers from India online, in the traffic stats, but we don’t really have all that many submissions by poets from India, and I’ve been curious about what’s there, both in English and the other languages.
ALEXANDER: Well, there are great literatures in many languages, but in English now I think there’s been an explosion of writing, including by really young people who put stuff online. Publishing is always hard; publishing poetry is hard. There are few publishers who will do it, but there is a way in which I feel the poem is alive and well there—but it’s also alive and well here, if you think about urban spoken word. The poem is not just written in the MFA classroom. The house of poetry is a great mansion. I think what’s exciting about poetry in India is that those who write in English, not always, but often, have other languages that they’re working with, so they make those connections learning from poets in Hindi or Malayalam or Urdu. I’m actually doing an anthology, a long process over many years, called Name Me a Word: Indian Writers Reflect on Writing. Yale University Press is publishing it at the end of 2017. That volume is an anthology of poems, prose pieces, letters by 20th century Indian writers, reflecting on the act of writing, starting with Tagore who wrote in Bengali and ending with a young Dalit poet Surkitharani who writes in Tamil. All these pieces of writing, in some measure, are reflections on what it means to be a writer at a particular point in time. All of us, in a sense, are creatures of history. We all have these blind spots that have to do with how we were brought up and where we come from. And yet there’s something in the poems that strikes free, strikes loose. I suppose the great poets are the ones who don’t deny their time in history, but also achieve that other glory, which is going where words can’t quite reach. I always feel that when I read Wallace Stevens. He’s a poet that I keep returning to. Of course his political views were often terrible, but there is this way in which he is always conscious of that little bit beyond, things that lie beyond the horizon of perception. What is that line? I love it, in that poem, “To an Old Philosopher in Rome”: “How easily the blown banners change to wings.”
I think that’s what poetry does: it puts us in touch with part of our nature allied to the immaterial world. Which is why I feel very impatient when they say, “You should write a poem about this, or this cause.” Some people think my poetry is political, and some people think it’s not, but that’s beside the point. I write what comes to me. This labeling of poetry I find very difficult. I don’t think it’s helpful to us. You can say you don’t like it, which is fine. But I think it’s an art, and I think some people do it well and other people don’t. It’s an art to which you sort of have to give your life. What does that mean, Tim? What do I mean by saying that? I’m prone to making these large statements. [both laugh]
GREEN: That you have to dedicate your life to it, let yourself be vulnerable to it?
ALEXANDER: Yes, I think that’s a better way of putting it, to be vulnerable to it and allow it to take you where it will, which can be very scary. One of the people who was really an important mentor to me when I came to the United States—I arrived in my late twenties, there were poets I’d learned from in India, but when I came to the U.S. there were two poets I really learned from and who were friends to me. One was Galway Kinnell and the other was Adrienne Rich. When I first started writing here I gave a reading arranged by IKON, which was a feminist magazine edited by Susan Sherman. I was reading with Adrienne Rich, and I wasn’t sure what to read. Adrienne said, “Read your Broadway poem.” It was a poem about an SRO (a hostel for homeless people) that was ring-gutted, turned into a condo. “You have to go where the fear is,” Adrienne once said. And I remember thinking, “God, what does that mean?” And now I’m starting to understand a little bit of it.
GREEN: What brought you to the United States? You quoted in another interview something from Berryman’s Dream Songs, “muster me westward fitter to my end.” Why did you come to the United States instead of teaching poetry in India?
ALEXANDER: Well, I met my husband, who is from New York, in India. We got married in India and spent six months there and a few months after I got pregnant we arrived in Manhattan. I think I’ve always been fascinated by American poetry. I felt that it was more capacious, more inventive, more bristling with energy, than the kinds of poetry that I had been exposed to. I also felt that it was the only other country—India and America are these two great democracies where we live large crazy, rambunctious lives.
So I was very excited about the possibility of coming here. I also loved Whitman. So I was excited to come but then I was plunged into a world where I didn’t know which way is up. I thought because I spoke English I would fit in immediately, but of course not, because a language is not necessarily culture. And then there was racism; I had to learn racism, because I’d grown up in a place where I could more or less pass as part of a majority. I had to understand the history of American civil rights, just to figure out where I fit it, what I was looking at. I couldn’t understand it immediately.
GREEN: Did you expect it, or was it a surprise?
ALEXANDER: I know that it sounds naïve, but I didn’t expect it. That was foolish perhaps, but I was living in my head as if it were a poem. Of course I’d read James Baldwin, you know … But another person who was very important to me as a young poet in America was Audre Lorde. Audre had the office next to mine at Hunter College when I was first hired. It was right before she went to Germany for her breast cancer treatment, and she took me under her wing. It was so interesting, because I wouldn’t see something, and she would say, “Meena, don’t you see this is racist?” And I had to learn, it was like I was shifting gears. She really had this courage about her, which was astonishing to me.
So I was very fortunate, to be taught in this way—not formally, in a classroom—because I think a poet doesn’t need a classroom. Ideally you need a friend you can show a poem to, two friends—and a cup of coffee, if you can afford it. I think that the MFA table is attempting to replicate something that, if it still existed, we wouldn’t need anything else. In other words, a group of friends who sit and share poems. For centuries we poets have taught ourselves by reading those we love, and getting published if that seems possible.
When I was starting I never thought anyone would publish my stuff. I would take pieces of paper and write poems, and with six or seven pages, however many I could put a safety pin into or stitch, I’d make a little book. I think that’s the beginning of making books for me. I read somewhere that Emily Dickinson made little books and they’re called fascicles. Even now, when putting a manuscript together, I think of it as composed of folios, cycles of poems. In this new book, Atmospheric Embroidery, there are two long poems, “Indian Ocean Blues” and one called “Univocity,” which is a metaphysical word and has to do with the indivisibility of Being. The poem starts in Provincetown and shifts to India. All my poems stitch through different places, because that’s the way I live in my head.
GREEN: Is that the “embroidery” of the title?
ALEXANDER: I suppose. For me, living has always been shot through with movement, and a kind of instability, to dwelling. There was one house, and then another, and another. The title poem is inspired by a show at MOMA of Alighiero Boetti. He had this massive tapestry called “The Thousand Longest Rivers,” and it’s just the names of rivers. The canvas itself was embroidered by Afghani women. I’ve always lived by rivers, and I was fascinated by this. So what drove me into writing this book was the possibility of stitching together different spheres. Parts of the book start in my present then move into another country, another continent till the voice comes out the other end. And if it didn’t come out the other end I’d go mad. And in this book are the Darfur poems, which are very important to me, and are sonnets in the voices of children in the relief camps in Chad. I was inspired by drawings by children from that war zone collected by Human Rights Watch.
I think of the act of writing almost as if I were stitching on a piece of silk images and colors and emotions and thoughts, all parts of a life often far flung, the parts of it from each other. But in a way it doesn’t feel as odd and alien as it might be because of the dizzying nature of the world that we live in. We use the word “globalization” in so many ways. But something happens in Beirut, and we know it immediately in Boston. Things happen in Nice and Kashmir and Kathmandu. Because of the nature of technology, we’re all connected immediately. So my life doesn’t seem so odd to me; it seems to be part of this encircling world. And that is the embroidery. The atmosphere and the clouds circulate over the whole planet. So that’s the embroidery, in one sense, then there is also the process of writing. I don’t know if that makes sense.
One of the poems is about the gang rape of a woman in Delhi on a moving bus, and it was just so horrific. She was 23. I know Munirka bus stop—when I was that age I used to be at Jawaharlal Nehru University. Hearing about this bus rape, in Italy at the time, I was so distressed I couldn’t write anything. I started a few lines, but then two years later in Delhi and up in the mountains I finished the poem, called “Moksha.” It’s a word in Sanskrit that means “liberation.” That was a hard poem for me to write, and it took about two years, 2012 to 2014.
GREEN: It’s interesting that you mention the parallels between the U.S. and India, the craziness of it—
ALEXANDER: The cacophony, the wildness …
GREEN: We do a news poem series every week about current events, and the poems we do get from India are very political. We have one coming up this Tuesday about the things going on in Kashmir right now.
ALEXANDER: Awful things are happening in Kashmir.
GREEN: Yes, and it’s almost like the same things people are writing about in the States are also going on in India, but it seems more extreme, at least in the poems. In the United States there are worries about Donald Trump, but in India the nationalist party has already been elected.
ALEXANDER: It’s horrible in India, and in fact when I was there in November for the Indian edition of my book, I was disinvited from a very prestigious talk I was going to give, because I’d written a prose piece called “Silenced Writer” that came out in The Statesman. It’s really bad. Writers are scared; they self-censor, some people are even getting killed.
GREEN: With the poem coming up about Kashmir, the writer said she was nervous to use her real name. And of course I said that she could use a pen name and that would be perfectly fine.
ALEXANDER: Well, maybe she should. I find myself to be mixed about that, because on the one hand I understand why you would want to use your name, but then you think about this Palestinian poet who is now under house arrest in Israel. I’ve never been to Kashmir, but I’ve spent a month in Palestine. In 2002 there was the pogrom against Muslims in Gujarat, and the chief minister at the time is the current prime minister, Narendra Modi. I went with a dear friend of mine, who is the daughter of one of the great Gujarati poets, and she was collecting eye-witness testimony from the survivors. I happened to be in India at the time, and you know, Tim, the things I heard from the people there … it’s something I still tremble at. It’s very different from seeing something on television.
GREEN: Here we don’t even see it much on television, that’s the strange thing—I learn about these things through the poems that people send.
ALEXANDER: Well, there you go, news of the world. I wrote a whole cycle of poems called “Letters to Gandhi,” it was published in a major newspaper, The Hindu, in 2003—I don’t think they would publish those poems now.
GREEN: Wow.
ALEXANDER: I think there’d be other venues, but more marginal, in a way. And there’s the resistance of writers. I think of the Indian Writers Forum, which is a wonderful group of writers who are online, putting together news of resistance from writers from other parts of the country, so there’s a kind of clearing house. It comes out of Delhi. The writers are fighting back, which is great—I mean in their own way, through words. What use is poetry? You see how the question alters with the atmosphere. When it rains it means one thing, when it storms it means something else.
GREEN: In the very last poem in the new book that’s coming out, you say you thought that “by crossing the seas, writing poems, something would happen.”
ALEXANDER: But nothing has happened. Except I’ve grown older. [laughs] It’s a very sobering thought.
GREEN: That’s what I love in those poems, the turns of stark honesty. But what did you hope would happen?
ALEXANDER: Oh, I thought I would become famous or turn a different color, or grow a pair of wings. I didn’t know, but I thought something would change. I really thought that when I was young. I’ll give you an example. We were in Malibu and this very nice young woman who is the assistant saw somebody older who looked unreal, all made up, and this older person went up and chatted with the young woman, and she in turn blurted out, “Oh, I thought you were a celebrity.” It turned out to be a manicurist for the ultra-wealthy. Celebrity. What does that word mean?
GREEN: I think it’s just means that you’re known, right?
ALEXANDER: The thing about being a poet is that you’re very lucky if two people are reading your stuff. You’re reading my stuff now, and I’m deeply grateful, but it’s so touch and go, even for the one who makes it. A very iffy art. On the other hand it has this extraordinary life, in the sense that a poem can reach you from thousands of miles away, and from centuries ago. We read Sappho in translation, or Homer, or Kalidasa.
So that poem that you mentioned, what did I think would happen? Nothing. You know who I’m reading again and was in my head when I wrote—Cavafy, the great Greek poet. When I grew up in Sudan I had Greek friends, and there were a lot of Greek people. I’ve been to Alexandria, where Cavafy lived. A friend of mine would read me Cavafy in Greek and then translate. There was this extraordinary power and simplicity and desire in Cavafy. What I made is from a voice addressing her younger self, maybe an “I” who thought the sun would shine differently.
GREEN: I took it to mean that you’d have an understanding, like the world would make sense.
ALEXANDER: Oh, I love that, that makes a lot of sense, that one would understand how things would happen.
GREEN: I think that’s what poetry tries to do, right?
ALEXANDER: But there’s no magic bullet in poetry. I remember after 9/11, the New York Foundation for the Arts—I think it was even October of that year—got together a group of artists at the Drawing Center, and wanted each of us to talk about our response, what we might do. I remember Lar Lubovitch, the choreographer, and a whole very interesting bunch of artists, and I was there as a poet. I read a cycle of poems I had just composed, “Late There Was an Island.” What use was there in writing it? And yet it allowed me to make a moment of clarity out of the chaos, to bear witness in some very small way, to allow for an affirmation of life in a time of destruction. I was living in Manhattan, which I thought was safe. When I was in Sudan, I lived at the borders of war—not in a war zone, but things were always happening close by. I think what the poem does is give voice to something that otherwise would remain hidden. And in many ways unspeakable and unspoken. So it’s the giving voice which is central to the task of poetry. And then you would say, “Giving voice to what?” And I wouldn’t know how to answer, perhaps to something that the world does not readily allow. There’s that piece in Borges, I think he’s talking about Adam’s dream or where the writer who thought his book was a reflection of the world, where he realizes it’s just one more object added to the world. I suppose we’re populating the world. Making it up as we go along.
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Mike Alexander: “I like how a poem percolates inside. I like how words tie us to the world, our legacies of problem-solving, our litanies of failure, our (c)odes of desire. I can find this in free verse and in traditional forms alike, but I liken the intricacies of rhyme and meter to mandalas, sacred space, the playground.”
Susan Alkaitis: “I’ve noticed that when I read a great poem, I feel a touch of vertigo. I thought it was nausea, but it could be that I hold my breath when a poem begins crossing over into something immense or transcendent. Reading poetry is a rush that way. The acute attentiveness regarding what is happening around you and then the smash and edit of writing can be equally exciting. And I am not sure what I love the most, the pure fun of working with the words or actually coercing people to read them.”
<salkaitis@gmail.com>
Cameron Barnett: “I’ve always had a fascination with storytellers. One late October night in high school I got out of the shower and, feeling I needed to give myself some big life project, began writing an autobiographical novel. That’s the night I became a writer. In college I moved from fiction to poetry because I wanted to tell stories faster and give them more of a punch. And as long as I can write poems, I will always be a storyteller.”
<@cambarnett89>
Leila Chatti: “I am fascinated by faith, and I write a lot about it. Someone recently pointed out to me that I’ve written about my father and I’ve shared religion (Islam), but nothing about my mother’s Catholicism, her somewhat lapsed relationship with God. I don’t mean to say that my mother no longer believes in God, only that she is disappointed by Him. In His absence, my mother has found comfort in other rituals, ones that have become precious—sacred, even—in our family. I wanted to write a poem that celebrated that.”
<leilachatti.com>
George David Clark: “I want a poem to surprise the ear, the eye, and the ego. I want free verse that attends to rhythm phrase by phrase and a meter that bears imagery as supple as its patterning of sound. I want syntax capable of dynamic apposition, nimble subordination, and arresting fragmentation. I want Eliot’s facility with paradox and Wallace Stevens’ lexicon, Dickinson’s insight, and Marianne Moore’s precision. I want to write as though a little tongue of flame warmed the top of my head.”
<georgedavidclark.com>
Jose Hernandez Diaz: “I write for the adrenaline rush that is creation, the precision that comes with editing, and the satisfaction of publication. I’m interested in the strange and the beautiful. In exotic animals, like jaguars. In boxing. I’m interested in Kafka, James Tate, Russell Edson, Ray Gonzalez, and Christopher Kennedy, to name a few.”
Michael Estes: “Thank goodness for poems and their ability to be ‘raids on the inarticulate,’ in the words of Eliot. I write poems to see what words can do, which turns out to be just about anything.”
Alan Fox: “Who says that age 76 is too late to reinvent yourself with a new partner? Not me. My dad is 102 and going strong. Every day he and I both come up with ideas for improving our lives or for improving the world. Why not?”
<peopletoolsbook.com>
Tracy May Fuad: “I wrote this poem the week the U.S. settled its 10,000th refugee from Syria, meeting the goal that the Obama Administration established one year before. The number 10,000 sounds impressive until you learn it accounts for only 0.2% of the five million Syrian refugees registered with the UN. It’s devastating, and I think my human brain struggles to grasp the scale of this crisis, which is why in this poem I turn to a robot to try to grapple with what I feel, and to implore us to act with empathy.”
<tracymayfuad.com>
Chera Hammons: “My dog June, who inspired many of the lines in this poem, was adopted from a kill shelter. When my husband and I adopted her, it was her last day, and ‘Euthanize’ was stamped in red across all of her paperwork. She was a mystery when we got her—she was already spayed, she was mostly housebroken, and she had had some light training. Someone in the past had cared about her. Over the years, we’ve come to discover the issues that probably landed her in the shelter, but she’s ours now, part of our home, and we will do our best not to fail her. So much of the time, when there’s so much that’s out of our control, that’s all we can really do, I think—accept what we are, what we have, and try not to fail each other.”
<cherahammons.com>
David James: “I’ve noticed the older I get, the more desperate my poems become. The urge to write is stronger, but somehow harder to accomplish with increased responsibilities, duties, ailments, commitments. I want a poem to extend my day, my world. I want a poem to save my children and bless my grandchildren. I want a poem to carry my pleas up to heaven and find some open ears. As age hits me in the face and gut, I want poetry to shake my heart into something younger and healthier. I want poetry to give me a brand new life. Of course, I know it can’t, and there’s the fucking rub.”
<dljames@oaklandcc.edu>
Alan King: “In middle school, a friend wrote a poem. I told him I didn’t like it. I took up his challenge to write a better poem. I’ve been writing ever since. Every time I approach the page is a challenge to write a better poem.”
<alanwking.com>
Kien Lam: “When the whole Linsanity thing was happening, people were quick to call him overrated. Some pundits hated him. Even his team supposedly didn’t like his newfound stardom. And my white friends wanted the hype to go away. I wanted them to go away. Goddamn if I can’t watch an Asian dude ball out at my favorite sport—the major sport that most prominently features the faces of its stars. It doesn’t hide its people of color like football. It’s not steeped in the same kind of white history as baseball. How cool is that? And how important? I hope @JLin7 tears it up in Brooklyn this year.”
<meanmisterkien.com>
Liv Lansdale: “Last year I met a poet at AWP, and months later ran into her again under very different circumstances. I’d introduced myself solely as an editor; when she found out I wrote as well, she asked me to write her a poem. Something about anticipating a specific reader—particularly a semi-stranger—gave rise to this one. I doubt I could replicate the circumstances. If I do, I’ll be the woman asking a stranger to write her a poem.”
<@liv_actually>
Cory Massaro: “I am fascinated by language: its sounds, its structure, its capacity for both utter honesty and absolute obscurity. I love it particularly when used to advance the sacred, the secret, and myth. Poetry is my interface with mystery, especially the little mysteries that suffuse daily life. It is peace in misunderstanding.”
<@2pithoi>
Paula Mendoza: “I’m lousy with directions and get lost a lot. I feel peculiarly displaced, foreign and far away, anywhere I end up. Reading and writing orients me, fixes me still. I write poetry to find my way home.”
Arash Saedinia: “The first poem I wrote was in response to the first U.S. invasion of Iraq. I was a teen. Exactly what I wrote I have forgotten. There was something about a headline. I was incensed at the air of triumphalism in the press and on the street. I knew hardly anything about writing a poem. I can’t say why my thoughts and feelings unfolded in measured lines comprising a long stanza. I forget the words but recall the craft pad I grabbed. I used a rollerball. I remember the black ink on the dun sheet. No one told me to write it. I wrote it. I had to. It began as an urge, a compulsion.”
Marjorie Saiser: “I’m figuring it out. I write to live twice. That’s one of the reasons.”
<msaiser@neb.rr.com>
Neil Shepard: “Lately, I’m drawn to poems that alternately conceal and reveal. I hope ‘Lines Written at Tyrone Guthrie’ exhibits a bit of both and ends in revelation.”
<neilshepard.com>
Alison Carb Sussman: “When I was younger, under the supervision of a psychiatrist, I took a drug which made me lose weight without stopping. I soon became so thin I knew it was just a matter of time before I entered a hospital. What did I do? I grabbed my Emily Dickinson and started reading furiously. I started scribbling poetry in my pad, too. I thought I was going to die, and my first thought was to console myself with poetry.”
Inez Tan: “While poetry often serves to open discussions about difference, what I have always loved most is the way it transcends differences to bring people together. When you read a poem, you grow closer to the person who wrote it, even if you were born centuries and continents apart. It’s in poetry that I find I can write most directly about what I feel, and what I know to be true—even or especially when the poem itself takes an indirect approach.”
<ineztan.com>
Chrys Tobey: “When I was a younger human, I fell in love with reading because Virginia Woolf, Sandra Cisneros, Sylvia Plath, Garcia Marquez, and Toni Morrison made me feel less alone. I think this is why I write. It makes me feel less alone.”
<chrystobey.com>
Wendy Videlock: “I think I am a devotee of poetry in large part because it refuses paraphrase, has little interest in good manners, and doesn’t have a dress code.”
<nutshell-wendy.blogspot.com>
Sung Yim: “I am writing a space for people who need connection most. People who aren’t written to or for nearly enough. People who, like me, aren’t seen as the default and have learned from alienation the skill of relating beyond recognition.”
<@grantypannies>
Rattle Poetry Prize
Noah Baldino: “Going to the doctor can be scary for everyone, but it’s a different type of scary for trans or non-binary people. I’ve put off trying to find an inclusive doctor for a long time because of these various fears. In a backwards attempt to calm myself, I decided to think up a worst-nightmare situation and instead ended up with something more surreal. The images that started arriving felt unfamiliar and terrifying, but somehow miraculous. Sometimes a poem can happen right where the foot goes through the floorboard. Writing this poem didn’t solve or ease my fear, but I’m not sure that’s what poetry is for, anyway.”
Ellen Bass: “Poetry gives me a way to see and accept my experience as part of the human experience. It allows me to be curious instead of judgmental. To lean into my life instead of resisting it. In a poem, one event or emotion isn’t superior to another. Each has its own individual interest and each is rich with reality.”
<ellenbass.com>
C. Wade Bentley: “Over the past year or so, I have several times decided to be done submitting poems, maybe even to be done writing poems. And it’s not because I’m bitter or discouraged or convinced that poetry can do nothing to improve the world (although I am convinced of this). I think it’s because I sometimes can’t answer the big questions: why are you doing this? what do you hope the outcome will be? so what? and then what? But then I read a poem by someone else that opens up my chest cavity and applies the defibrillator paddles directly to my flat-lining heart, and so I decide I should keep writing, for another month or two, at least, just on the off chance that I can discover how such a thing is done.”
<wadebentley.weebly.com>
Rhina P. Espaillat: “What a comfort to believe, as the Romantics seemed to, that shared settings and common possessions are somehow sympathetic and attuned to our losses! But the experience of, for example, widowhood, forces us to acknowledge an internal solitude, a human absence, that only sentient beings can understand or allay.”
William Fargason: “I write with what I’m given. And part of what I’m given is a chronic arthritis condition. I tried writing ‘Upon Receiving My Inheritance’ five years ago, but it turned out terribly. I think I had tried to write it too soon, had rushed it, and the pain hadn’t actualized yet. So it took me those five years to get it right, or right enough.”
<williamfargason.com>
Ingrid Jendrzejewski: “I wrote the first draft of this poem while waiting for blood test results that would determine whether or not I was having a miscarriage. I have a background in physics, and somehow, this abstruse thought experiment about quantum superposition provided me with a way to approach the terrible confusion of thoughts and emotions that I had been trying—unsuccessfully—to untangle. I have never felt more intimately connected to either poetry or science than when writing this piece.”
<ingridj.com>
David Kirby: “I connect Keats’ early death with that of a student and friend, though as I worked on ‘This Living Hand,’ I began to wonder if I was telling too much and betraying an intimacy. So I asked my wife, the poet Barbara Hamby, who said, ‘You have to write that poem—people are already forgetting Tom, and you will keep him alive.’”
<davidkirby.com>
Craig Santos Perez: “I am a native Chamorro poet originally from the Pacific Island of Guam, and I currently live and teach in Hawai’i. I write poems to raise awareness about cultural, political, social, and environmental issues. I hope my Thanksgiving poem ruins your appetite.”
<craigsantosperez.com>
Julie Price Pinkerton: “I became squeamish about veins after having blood drawn a few times as a little kid. That was exacerbated when my brothers used to pretend to make ‘pinchers’ out of their fingers and threaten to pull all the veins out of my arms. This poem started out as a short, silly piece about my hands. Then our family had a rough summer and the poem grew. My stepfather-in-law Bob couldn’t just sit around. He had to be fixing something. A plumber by trade, he branched out into the lives of every person he knew. He fixed toilets, boat motors, light sockets, sump pumps, birdhouses, even my clankity Honda Accord. He kept the 45-year-old furnace at his church functioning long after all its contemporaries were sleeping under blankets of rust in Ohio junkyards. When Bob was confined to a nursing home wheelchair (not because he couldn’t walk, but because he needed to be kept track of), he got bored and agitated. My husband, Scott, and I went to a hardware store and bought a few small segments of PVC pipe and a red metal shut-off valve for Bob to tinker with. At first he was unimpressed, but his hands eventually found their way to the motions that he recalled, the muscle memory of repair. I got to help Bob eat a couple of meals, and my own muscle memory returned. Lifting forkfuls of food up to the waiting mouth of a beloved, elderly, ill, confused man sent me back to five years earlier when it had been my own dad. Bob still talked and joked as he could; my dad had gone silent except for the occasional small question like “Where you been?” In the hospital, the same day we fed Bob the abundance of Snickers, he began to smile and weep. I was sitting near his bed and asked him if it was OK for me to wipe his tears with a Kleenex. He nodded. I didn’t want to do it without asking, because he’d already been invaded in so many ways. My mother-in-law is a private person and she hasn’t seen this poem yet. Since I’ve pulled some personal moments into the light of a public space, I’m hoping that she won’t see it as yet another invasion. At Bob’s funeral, almost every one of the hundreds of people passing through the receiving line told us how much they adored Bob, and then named something he had fixed for them.”
<juliepricepinkerton.com>
Emily Ransdell: “Sometimes writing a poem feels to me like a way to work through painful memories, other times a way to preserve the sweet ones. This poem began as the former, and thankfully found its way to the latter.”
Patrick Rosal: “I think I’d like to say that this poem is curious to me. It mystifies me. I am five different people in this poem, standing in five different places. I’m refracted and multiplied. Some of me is even absent. If I had my way, I’d be the door.”
<patrickrosal.com>