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A Celebration of Kenneth Koch

KENNETH KOCH: I'm not responsible for starting Teachers
& Writers Collaborative, though it was very nice of someone to
say so. There were all these wonderful people who started
T&W before I taught for them and who have been keeping it
going. I didn’t really quite know what to talk about: I’'m not
used to being celebrated. However, I had an idea. My talk is
mainly addressed to people who write poetry or who teach
poetry (also, I hope, to others who are interested in poetry).
When I first thought of teaching poetry, which I did to
adults at the New School a long time ago, I knew there was a
standard kind of poetry workshop—sort of the grade-A Iowa
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writing workshop—in which there are twelve students who
write poetry and a teacher, and every week a student has a turn.
The poet prints up some poems, and everybody reads them and
comments on them. In that kind of workshop you find out how
you’re doing, how good you are, how publishable you are, and
so on. You get the advantages of knowing other poets and
getting their criticism, but that seemed to me not enough. I
wanted to do something new. I tried to think of a way to bring
into the classroom all of the things that I thought had made me
inspired to write poems and made me write better, and I figured
out a way to do this, which I got better at doing as I went on
doing it.

For example, I asked myself, “What makes a better
writer?” Obviously, one thing is reading other poets and being
influenced by them, so one of the first assignments I had my
adult poets do was to read William Carlos Williams. This was
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particularly relevant at the time, though I still do it at Colum-
bia, because when I started teaching at the New School, in the
early sixties or maybe the fifties even, there were still a number
of students whose idea of poetry was something like “O wingéd
being soaring through the azure,” and Williams can show you
quickly the pleasure of saying “Bird there in the blue,” or
something like that. In other words, the word woman is closer
to your heart than the word damsel, and so on and so forth.
Also, Williams writes about ordinary things that are right in
front of you. He uses the language that we speak, which had
helped me when I read him seriously for the first time, when I
was around eighteen years old.

I lived in Cincinnati, Ohio, and my first big influence after
nursery thymes had been Shelley. My uncle Leo, who worked
in the family furniture store, had me down to the store one day
and took me up to a big safe that was upstairs. At this time, he
confessed to me that he had written poems. I was fifteen, and
he had written poems when he was nineteen. They were all
sonnets, he said, and about some love that was unrequited. He
wanted me to see them. He didn’t think they were very good,
but he also wanted to give me a book. So he gave me his
sonnets, and he also gave me a book of the Complete Poems of
Percy Bysshe Shelley. 1 remember the Bysshe was very impor-
tant to me, as was the red cover of the book and also the
wonderful picture of Shelley with wild hair and an open collar.
That, for me, suddenly was poetry, and I wrote a number of
poems then, which were influenced by Shelley, but they
weren’t very much like Shelley. I remember the beginnings of
a few. They were sonnets. One began “When young I feared
two things, cancer and war.” The last line was “I never once
had known they were the same.” I wrote another one, not
exactly based on my experience, which began “And as a
growing eaglet.” You can imagine I’d seen a lot of eaglets!

And as a growing eaglet feebly tries
To spread his new-formed wings and soar through space
Alas, he cannot leave his nesting place. . . .

It was a Petrarchan sonnet about being fifteen years old, and it
ended with the line “Not yet a man, and still no more a child.”
Well, I did get something from Shelley despite these bad
poems I wrote. . . . [ know I’m in a vast parenthesis. Just
imagine that I’m starting over again. )

I think that sometimes one of the first stages of
somebody’s having a talent for poetry is the use of exagger-
ated, distant, remote, and fancy language like “And as a
growing eaglet feebly tries / To spread his new-formed wings
and soar through space.” It seems to me that’s one way to get
away from the world of your parents, your brothers and sisters,
the other children on the block. It’s a way of playing with
poetry. You make yourself happy by saying “infinitesimal.” If
you say “the infinitesimal sun,” it’s wonderful. It’s not any
good, but it’s not to be disdained. To disdain it is like going
around cutting down the first little green shoots in the garden:
you never get any flowers.

When I was teaching at the New School, the things I
wanted to bring into the classroom were: reading other poets
and being influenced; trying new forms, like sestinas, say, or
poems with only one word in each line; collaborating with
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other poets; writing about dreams; writing stream-of-con-
sciousness; deliberately writing things that didn’t make sense;
and so on. All these things I turned into assignments, so that
every week we weren’t talking about how good or bad the
students were, but about good ways to write about dreams or
good ways to get meaning into one word in a one-word line. It
worked very well, and I’ve been doing it ever since at Columbia.

When I went into P.S. 61 to teach, I thought I"d do the
same things, but I found that I couldn’t, for various reasons. I
couldn’t get the children to read William Carlos Williams and
Ezra Pound and be influenced by them. I found that there were
all kinds of things I couldn’t get the children to do.

As for trying difficult forms, this was all pulverized into
one form or variations of one form: repetition. I would say,
“Start every line with ‘I wish,”” “Put your favorite color in
every line,” “Start the first line with ‘I used to’ and the second
line with ‘But now,’” and so on. It was a children’s version of
what I had done with adults.

Some people criticized my method—especially at first,
though there are still critics of it—saying that, well, children
are so spontaneous, they’re just naturally poets. This is sort of
like saying that people are naturally good cooks. I don’t know
if anybody is naturally a poet, but children are spontaneous,
and they say interesting things. The critics asked, “Why are
you interfering with their spontaneity by telling them what to
write about?”” The reason, of course, is that I may be inspired to
write a poem by walking past a bakery, listening to music,
falling in love, or reading a poem, but none of this happens to
anyone at nine o’clock in the morning at P.S. 61. You have to
make something like it happen there. Actually, if I asked you
all to write a poem, probably the hardest thing for all of you
would be what to write about, unless you’d been writing all
day. I gave children assignments to inspire them, not to limit
them. I said, “Start every line with ‘I wish,’” not “Start every
line with ‘I am grateful for.”” My assignments are meant to be
used, as all the teachers who have used them successfully
know, just to get things started, to help children to write poems
instead of just talking about what they feel. When you write a
poem, it’s as if you are saying how you feel on a grid, and you
are sort of hanging these flowers everywhere on it.

As for the assignments that I dreamed up, I hadn’t
intended them to be just formulas. My ideas came from my
particular experience as to what inspired me, and I don’t think
there would be much more agreement on what you would have
in a poetry writing class than there would be on what you
would have in a domestic science class. In both you have to
bring in things, but different things for different kinds of
cooking and different kinds of poetry.

I thought that it would be worthwhile to go over in some
detail the things and the poets that have influenced me, helped
me to write, made me write better than I would have otherwise.
I’'m going to go into a little more detail than I did just now.
One effect of this might be to encourage other poets who teach
in schools to think about their own experiences and, thus, to
find in them some ideas for teaching, and I thought maybe it
would have some interest even if it did not accomplish that.
This is not an organized speech: it will be anecdotal and
autobiographical. Remember that the general idea is things that



excited me about writing poetry and how I learned them and
who influenced me and so on. You’re supposed to think the

same things about yourself, you’re not supposed to be inter-
ested so much in what happened to me.

The first page of my notes has on top of it in big letters
THE ESCAPE. I was brought up in Cincinnati, Ohio. My
parents were very nice. The first time I wrote a poem, my
mother gave me a big kiss and said, “I love you.” The whole
idea of writing poetry had a lot to do with escaping, escaping
from the bourgeois society of Cincinnati, Ohio, escaping from
any society of Cincinnati, Ohio, and escaping from any society
anywhere. The first thing I had to find out to be a poet at all
was that there was a bigger world, a bigger world than that of
my school and my parents and their friends. I had to find out
that there was a world where people talked to the moon or said,
“O wild west wind,” that there was a past that was more
exhilarating and interesting than the Egypt and Ethiopia that I
studied in fourth-grade geography.

Then, I had to find out that there was a bigger language
than the one that I spoke and my friends and parents spoke.
Instead of “Oh, there’s the most darling blouse down at
Altman’s. Let’s go down there tomorrow,” I had to find out that
you could say, “O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn’s
being.” I had to find out you could say, “Let me not to the
marriage of true minds admit impediment.” In saying so, I was
lifted way above all these troubles of Cincinnati, Ohio, these
troubles that seemed to be suffocating me though I had a
relatively happy childhood. I had to find this big language with
words like “impediment” and “wild west wind” and the idea of
talking to everything. Then, I had to find some bigger poetic
forms than I knew about, bigger poetic forms than nursery
rhymes. I had to find sonnets, odes, and things like that. That
was the first stage.

No sooner had I found all of these things than I had to
start getting rid of them. I was writing corny poetry like “When
young I feared two things, cancer and war” or “And as a
growing eaglet feebly tries.” No sooner had I found these
things which made me a poet—the bigger subject matter, the
bigger language, the bigger forms—than I had to find which
forms and diction were right for me and which big subjects
were right for me to talk about. One I found was my feelings
about my girlfriends. That was a good one to talk about.
Another was the pleasure I got driving in a car, because I
started driving a car, as all the idiotic teenagers did, at about
fourteen. It was a crazy law that allowed me to drive. Driving
in my car and walking my dog were good subjects for me.
Talking to the west wind was not a good subject for me. I
didn’t know what the west wind was. I found that sonnets
weren’t good for me, but certain forms were. Mainly free verse
was good for me with, sometimes, a little thyme.

Once I’d found this, then I had to get rid of all of that
because I was writing like Kenneth Patchen or I was writing
like e.e. cummings or I was writing like Williams. I had to do
something new, and that was very hard. It seems that when I
went into the schools to teach children, I was skipping the first
parts; that is, I was skipping the part of the bigger world, the
bigger language, and the bigger forms. I was going right into
the classroom with poets who might inspire the children to find

something new of their own. That’s what I wanted to do. This
seemed to work all right. Once I found this way of writing
modern poetry, I had to get rid of that because I didn’t want to
sound like Eliot and Pound and Williams. Ever since then, I've
had to try to write poems not like the ones I wrote before. It’s
an unending process, so one can have a poetry teacher forever.
In this case it’s largely oneself.

It’s wonderful to get children to start to write because it
makes them happy, as I say in Wishes, Lies and Dreams. It
gives them self-confidence. It makes them like to read books. I
had students who actually started coming to school with books!
It’s wonderful. I also noticed that when I stopped teaching at
the school—or when Ron Padgett, who succeeded me,
stopped—the children stopped writing poetry. If you want
people to go on having the pleasure of writing poetry, along
with the attendant dangers, the best thing you can do for them
is to get them to read. If you can somehow get them to like
reading poetry, then they can go on being their own poetry
teachers, and if they like to write, they can go through all these
phases. But if they don’t read, it probably won’t happen.

Among the things I needed to escape from at various
times were rhyme and meter. In fact, I had to escape from not
being able to rhyme, then I had to escape from rhyme. Poetry is
like trying a lot of clothes you eventually have to get rid of. I
had to escape from rhyme and meter, and anybody who helped
me to do that I admired a lot, such as William Carlos Williams
and Walt Whitman. I was hungry. By the time I was seventeen
or eighteen years old, I was just crazy with a thirst to find
poetry that didn’t thyme and that didn’t use meter. I was so
grateful to anybody who didn’t do it. I liked practically
everybody who wrote in free verse in the Louis Untermeyer
anthology.

Then, I needed people to help me get away from making
sense in the usual way, because if you make sense in the usual
way, it’s like an asymptote, the thing in mathematics that gets
close to a line but never gets all the way to it. You never
escape from the rabbi and your parents and your teacher if you
go on making sense in the usual way because they’re all
making sense in the usual way, and they’re older than you are,
and they can do it better. So I had to make some other kind of
sense. I was very grateful to dada and surrealism and anything
crazy. I remember something John Ashbery said to me at
Harvard, where we were both students. We were reading each
other’s poems. He had just read Alfred Jarry, and he said,
“Kenneth, I just read somebody named Alfred Jarry.” I said,
“Well?” I was waiting for the news. I was always waiting for
the news. He said, “I think we should be a little crazier.” I said,
“Yes, yes.” I wanted to do that, so I was very glad for anybody
who could help me to be crazier. By the way, in a classroom
with little children, a good thing I happened to say was “Be
crazy, be stupid.” I think there are actually people who go into
a classroom and say, “Be imaginative.” You know, you get
gingerbread houses and fairy princesses.

I also needed poets who could show me how to avoid
dead seriousness, high seriousness. I grew up in a time when
T.S. Eliot was, as Delmore Schwartz said, the literary dictator
of the West, and not only were you supposed to be serious, you
were supposed to be a little depressed. You could read through
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the quarterlies—the Kenyon Review, the Partisan Review, the
Sewanee Review—all the big journals of those days, and
nobody was seeing anything at the end of that tunnel. They
were not even seeing the tunnel. I remember being exhilarated
when I read Nietzsche. He said you should be very careful how
long you look into the abyss because the abyss is also looking
into you. I was very grateful to William Carlos Williams
because he seemed happy so much of the time. And to the
French poet Saint-John Perse, because he looked at the waves
rolling in over the ocean and he saw blue enchantresses, kings,
mountains, decades—it was wonderful. So many poets have the
courage to look into the abyss, but Perse had the courage to
look into happiness.

I also needed poetry to help me escape my natural
prudery, my natural timidity about talking about sex or being
crazy or out of line, because when I was seventeen and eigh-
teen years old I was very proud, for all my avant-garditude, of
being a nice upper middle-class boy in Cincinnati. What kind
of poetry was that going to result in? I needed poetry to get me
away from my ignorance, because although I had a pretty good
education, I was very ignorant. Of course, I loved Eliot and
Pound. Whether they were really smart or not I didn’t know,
but they certainly seemed smart. I needed to get away from
what was supposedly poetic subject matter. I had a high school
teacher, Katherine Lappa, to whom I dedicated Wishes, Lies,
and Dreams, who really helped me to do that. I needed poetry
to get me away from my usual way of talking and writing.

Shakespeare and Shelley were very helpful, Shakespeare
because of the lift his iambic pentameter gives to almost
anything one says:

Thou seest Ron Padgett sitting on my right.
Behind him Anania holds his sway,

And both with folded hands do listen now
To what I say to you upon this night.

With Shakespeare, it is like pumping air into everything
you say. It goes. It’s great. That’s something I never tried with
children, which, if I went back into schools, I would like to try.

I remember I was very ambitious when I started teaching
children. I assumed they could understand anything, so I read
them the beginning of Paradise Lost:

Of Mans First Disobedience, and the fruit
Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal tast
Brought Death into the World, and all our woe

and so forth. The children were looking at me. I asked, “What
does that sound like?” Some smart child, a fifth grader in the
back row, said, “It sounds like the preacher.” What else do you
get out of it the first time you read it, other than that it sounds
like the preacher? I thought that was a good answer. In any
case, Shakespeare showed me a way to float anything: “I take
this piece of paper in my hand / And read it to you.” That’s
wonderful. Shelley did too. He showed me not only how to
make it fioat, but how to be excited about it. He taught me how
to be burning, feverish, vague, hurried, in a great rush. I liked
anybody who would do this for me.

Keats was another poet I loved, for his lusciousness and
sensuousness. No matter what story is going on in “The Eve of

4 | Teachers & Writers

St. Agnes,” it’s all about the fact that there’s a stained-glass
window and red light is falling on Madeline’s fair breast as she
sits praying. That’s what seems strongest. And “lucent syrops
tinct with cinnamon.” Even when they’re escaping at the last
minute, it’s all about the sound of this big iron door opening.
It’s luscious. I liked Keats’s letters too—he says that before he
wrote poetry—take that, T.S. Eliot!—he cultivated a feeling of
deliberate happiness. That was the state in which he could write
poetry best. I don’t think I was directly influenced by Keats,
though he gave me an ideal of lushness and richness and of
how much you can get into a poem, how much you can get in
every line. It’s not just “They are standing on the sidewalk
looking at the dump truck.” The great thing in the poetry of
Frank O’Hara—particularly the early poetry—was that life is
so full of a variety of exciting things, exciting people, and
exciting ideas that you are just crazy if you’re not responding
to them. I think Keats, Frank O’Hara, and Gerard Manley
Hopkins were all poets who made me feel that I could geta
whole lot of stuff together whether I understood it or not and
that I should put as much as possible into every line of every
poem.

Whitman was an inspiration because he showed me a way
to float things, the way Shakespeare did. “I take this piece of
paper in my hand / And read upon it every word™: that’s
Shakespeare. But Whitman taught me another way to float
everything:

I see the piece of paper and I pick it up.

I look at the piece of paper and I see what’s written on it.

I read the words and they’re good words and I'm reading them
to you.

It’s terrific, but what am I saying? The music makes it say
something. And there’s always a possibility that once you get
going in this motorboat, it’s going to go somewhere wonderful.
It’s great, it gives you a style. It’s another great style to give to
children. Also, it really is true about Whitman what the French
writer Valery Larbaud said, that the main thing that Whitman
showed to twentieth-century American poets was that greatness
in poetry can come not from difficulties overcome but from—
and this is better in French, facilités trouvées—easinesses
found. Whitman shows you, why not do what is easy? Why not
say, “I lean and loafe at my ease, observing a spear of summer
grass” instead of saying, “Beyond the garden wall where. . ..”
Just write it the way you would say it. Write about what is right
in front of you, what you like. There really aren’t any prizes for
solving difficulties in poetry. I remember a particularly irritat-
ing review of a book of poetry, at a time when nobody would
publish my work or Frank’s or John’s. The reviewer praised it
by saying, “Mr. X admirably meets the demands of his forms.”
Well, isn’t that amazing? I'm pretty good at walking sideways,
but I don’t see anything so great about it.

A poet who inspired me as much as anybody, probably
more, is William Carlos Williams, whom I read hard for about
three or four months, the way only a baby poet can read
somebody. I was nineteen. I started when I was seventeen, but
then when I got out of the army, when I was nineteen, I read
Williams a lot more. I realized then that I could write about
what I was really doing. All these vacant lots in Cincinnati,



these suburban houses, the gutters, the automobiles, the
schoolyards were things that I could write about. I hadn’t
known that before. One great thing, of course, that artists do,
including poets, is to open up new subject matter. There’s a
wonderful poem by Paul Eluard. It’s called something like
“Eighty-seven Words I Have Up Till Now Been Forbidden to
Use.” It’s a poem in which he deliberately puts in eighty or a
hundred words that he hasn’t been able to use in poems until
then. Well, I hadn’t been able to use words like dog, parking
lot, and sidewalk, and from Williams I learned that I could.

There are two secret sensual pleasures in Williams. One:
it’s a lot of fun to write in short lines. It’s like flamenco
dancing. You don’t have a long line that you have to fill up.
You say, “I pick up / the piece of paper.” Another secret
pleasure I got from Williams was the pleasure of interrupting
yourself, of hesitating in odd places, which you don’t get to do
at home or with your friends. They’d think you’re stammering
or you’ve gone crazy: “I have eaten / the plums / that were in /
the icebox / and which / you were probably / saving / for
breakfast.” You can even say, “for break / fast” or “a red wheel
/ barrow.” It’s nice, it’s a lot of fun. It gives one all kinds of
new music. Williams, who seemed to be apt to destroy the
music of poetry, created a new kind.

Wallace Stevens, I found him very inspiring. I was
envious. I couldn’t understand how he did certain things. If
you’re a poet, you’ll know what I mean. At the end of “Disillu-
sionment of Ten O’clock,” there are these lines: “Only, here
and there, an old sailor, / Drunk and asleep in his boots,” then
these two amazing lines, “Catches tigers / In red weather.” I
couldn’t, for the life of me, think of two short lines that had
such strong stresses, “Catches tigers / In red weather.” Of
course they have internal rhyme. Oh, how older people used to
torment me talking about internal rthyme! “Stevens has internal
rhyme.” Internal rthyme you just get naturally. If you give up
the rhyme at the end of the line, you find it turning up inside
the lines. In any case, “red weather” was obviously an example
of internal rhyme, and after a while you figure out the left hand
/ right hand sort of poetry, the difference between accent and
stress, whichever you choose. While one hand is going da-dum
da-dum da-dum da-dum, the other is saying, “Put out the light
and then put out the light.” Some poetry, Stevens’s in this case,
is completely stressed; that is, there is no meter. It’s just the
natural stress that you put on words, but I hadn’t understood
that yet. I had been going through Clement Wood’s rhyming
dictionary. The last forty pages are devoted to poetic forms,
and I had been going through them writing ballades, ballades
royales, and things like that. If you write in meter, you don’t
ever get anything like “catches tigers / In red weather.” That’s
one thing I admired.

I also admired the way he could be so flat and so elegant
at the same time:

A man and a woman

Are one.

A man and a woman and a blackbird
Are one.

How does he do that? I'd say:

My dog and I

Are one.

My dog and I and the chimney
Are one.

No, it didn’t work, but I figured out how to do this. People
who don’t write poetry might not know how many months one
could spend trying to write something like “A man and a
woman and a blackbird are one” and have it sound like poetry.
Anyway, that was very interesting. Things like:

I was of three minds,
Like a tree
In which there are three blackbirds.

That’s very hard to do.

Also, I loved the way he told stories sometimes, elegant,
gorgeous stories that to me didn’t make any sense, as in his
“Anecdote of the Prince of Peacocks,” a great poem, which so
far as I know doesn’t make sense in any ordinary way:

In the moonlight

I met Berserk,

In the moonlight
On the bushy plain.
Oh, sharp he was
As the sleepless!

And, “Why are you red
In this milky blue?”

I said.

“Why sun-colored,

As if awake

In the midst of sleep?”

Berserk answers, and the poem ends,

I knew from this
That the blue ground
Was full of blocks
And blocking steel.
I knew the dread
Of the bushy plain,
And the beauty

Of the moonlight
Falling there,
Falling

As sleep falls

In the innocent air.

“I knew from this / That the blue ground / Was full of
blocks / And blocking steel” is wonderful because it sounds as
though it means something, but I don’t know what it means. It
means what it is. I tell my students in college, “If you don’t
know what this means, just respond to it as if it were a story:
once there was a blue ground, and it was full of blocks. Then
you’ll understand it. There was a blue ground, and it was full of
blocks.” I like that kind of narrative. Stevens, in a poem like
that and in a number of others, it seems to me, is creating
modern fairy tales, legends in the same way that, in painting,
Paul Klee did, Miro did, and Max Ernst did. I was endlessly
inspired by that little Max Ernst of the two children frightened
by a nightingale. I found no way to figure it out. I love certain
Picasso works for the same reason, that they seem to be telling
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a very moving, very important story, but you don’t know what
the story is supposed to be. At last, you just get the story. That
was another thing that I learned a lot from.

I liked almost all dada and surrealist art at first and a lot
of Picasso. I liked Matisse because of the sensuousness of it,
and I was inspired by a remark that Matisse made. I thought
maybe I wrote poems that way. He said, “The way I make
paintings is I have a white canvas and I put a splash of pink on
it, and then, with every succeeding stroke, I try to keep the
canvas as beautiful as it was with just that one stroke of pink.”
That’s asking a iot of a poem, but we might as well try it. All
of these things, I think, can be brought into the classroom; that
is, they would be things that I would try, but everybody has his
own experiences.

I was also inspired by tapestries, frescoes, and predellas,
anything that tells a story that you can’t quite figure out. I
guess if I were a devout Christian, I could have figured out the
tapestries and the frescoes a little better than I was able to, but I
would see in one tapestry somebody tearing off his clothes and
in another somebody holding up a sheep. I really liked this
because of the beauty of the detail and because it was telling a
story, but I didn’t know the story.

I liked other poets for other reasons. I loved Max Jacob
because he was able to be sensuous and mysterious at the same
time he was funny. When I first read Frank O’Hara’s poetry, I
was moved by the fact that he used a lot of exclamation marks.
This seems a small thing, but I hadn’t had any exclamation
marks in my poetry before. Kate Farrell and I taught old people
in a nursing home—we wrote about it in a book called I Never
Told Anybody—and the second or third time, Kate and I had
the old people write using comparisons. We realized that in the
first few poems people had written, there hadn’t been a single
comparison. This was the life of rather unsophisticated people,
who had been almost totally deprived of poetry. In any case, in
my poetry, when I was about twenty years old, there hadn’t
been any exclamations or invocations like “O this! O that!”

Another inspiring thing about Frank’s work I got from his
poem called “Today.” In it he mentions aspirin tablets, jujubes,
and sequins, all tiny things with perfect shapes. My poetry got
filled with tiny things like yo-yos and marbles. Before that, I
had just been writing about big things. I remember, I graduated
from Harvard before John and Frank did. I had known John
when I was there. I hadn’t known Frank. John sent me some of
Frank’s poems and he said, “I think there’s another contender
here.” I read Frank’s poems, which were all about jujubes and
marbles, yo-yos and televisions, and I wrote back and said, “I
don’t think he’s as good as we are.” I took these poems to
Europe with me. I had a Fulbright grant that year, and I read
them on the train to Vienna. Then I suddenly got illuminated.
Frank dedicated his book to me, “To Kenneth and the Vienna
illumination.”

It’s been said that I have helped to make poetry easier to
understand. I don’t know. Apollinaire said about his friends the
cubist painters that they were tearing down the world so it
could be put together properly. It seemed to me that what I was
doing and what my friends were doing in poetry was to get rid
of the old, fat referential difficulty in order to break everything
down into splashes, dots, and cubes and put it back together
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with some new splendid difficulty. I don’t think I was making
poetry easy and accessible when I wrote:

And, dame! kong swimming with my bets,
Aladdin, business, out Channukah of May bust
Sit rumors of aethereal business coo-hill-green
Diamonds, moderns modesty. “There sit

The true of two hens of out-we-do maiden
Monastery belongs to (as! of!) can tip up off cities
Ware fizzle dazzle clothes belong. . . .

I don’t think I was making it more difficult, either, though
maybe difficult in a new way, asking readers to respond to it as
if it were not difficult, just to read it there as it was—“Dia-
monds, moderns modesty. ‘There sit. . . .”” Kate Farrell wrote,
in one of the books we did together, that the right things to ask
about a piece of expository prose are: Is it clear? What does it
say? Is it right? These are usually not the important things to
ask about a poem. What you ask about a poem is: Is it exciting?
moving? beautiful? (maybe you can ask if it’s true after that).
And does it move me? And—perhaps especially if you’re

writing the poem—is it new?

PLUG

The Orion Society has produced an Annotated Bibliography of
Children’s Books with Nature Themes, which contains 88
entries on stories and picture books for young readers. The
books described are not fact books about particular places,
animals, or environmental issues, nor are they how-to books on
gardening, star-gazing, or recycling. Rather, they are stories,
folk tales, and poems that reflect the reciprocal relationship
between the realm of the child and the natural world. To order
the 36-page booklet, send $5 to The Orion Society, 136 East
64th St., New York, NY 10021. For more information, call
(212) 758-6475.



