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Foreword

At St. John’s we spend much of our time approaching what 
others, throughout time, have attempted to communicate. In 
turn, Au Verso, and the works contained herein, represent the j 
opportunity to attempt to communicate what is not necessarily ' 
communicable: answers or questions, horror or joy. It is the voice 
or eye, perhaps even the desperate voice or eye, of the student 
in response to, or in confrontation with, a book or a system of 
thought, experience, impulse, authority, god or man or living. It 
is an assertion of individuality in which thought, experience, and 
emotion become the artist’s own; therein lies the significance of 
Au Verso.

I thank Matthew Kelty for that infusion of a slight mania which 
presents itself, if only slightly, in the magazine: it is an editorial 
spirit determined to maintain the integrity of each work, a spirit 
that precludes Au Verso’s being a mere collection of words and | 
images. I

Robert Dahlgren 
May 1991



au verso: a printer’s term, meaning “to the other side of the 
page.”

This is my second year as an editor oiAu Verso, and the second 
year that I have begun my remarks with the above definition. It 
seems vitally important to me that we remember that the process 
of learning is twofold: not only must we be able to analyze, 
criticize, and appreciate, but we must also be able to synthesize, 
create, and, again, appreciate. I hope that the magazine repre
sents “the other side” of the St. John’s “page”; the ability of the 
members of this community to take what we have learned from 
these books and from each other, and to communicate the 
essentially human experience from yet another viewpoint.

In the last year, I have seen more attention being paid to this 
aspect of our lives at the College; for the staff of Au Verso, it has 
been a year of consideration: How best to represent this growing 
interest in the arts, and in all the forms of communication? What 
is the purpose and the goal of this magazine? These questions 
— and much work — have culminated in this anthology.

Many and great thanks to Robert Dahlgren: he has a way of 
keeping me grounded and getting things done and staying calm 
that has a positive influence on me, yet he’s enough of a flake that 
I can still relate to him. I respect his opinions and dedication, and 
am glad to have worked with him.

I hope you enjoy the magazine.

Matthew Kelty 
May 1991
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Adam Saxton

It is no calamity that we fell here 
unexpectedly upon the leaves, 
so 1^ us pour wine from the Calabash, 
a fragrant toast to Dido.
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3 am, with the policeman’s blessing

Robert Dahlgren

down from doleful eyes,
Q once made the mistake of calling them baleful, the mistake of 
feigned eloquence)
comes the beautiful weight of the breast, 
held full and round 
in slow failing perfection.
and the quiet and the experience are sovereign and without moral, 
and the words and memory are only reverent, 
insufficiently reverent



Lila Kerns 
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these fingers do not fall
upon your slender bones for nothing

they have witnessed and itemized 
every dip and hollow
they have understood the quickness of your skin

cold fingers tracing the bumping blue vein 
at the side of your throat

that have wiped the thin juice 
from lip across cheek 
they have dripped the hard bead 
they have pinched the fabric of need 
to determine the quality of your despair

these seldom baffled fingers
these intuitive articulate fingers
having the capacity to taste unseen surfaces

what fingers have felt 
pad of palm
and traced the scar’s narrow 
white mound 
gliding across slick teeth 
curving ivory
fingers from some other gaunt hand
unable to grasp the
specter of 3 am love in the hallway

14



Sean Connelly

flicked the cigarette’s temperamental ember 
across a glittering black parking lot 
held broken minutes 
strewn across midnights and dawns 
fingers from the faceless 
chancing their druid’s selfless song 
twisting the filament of incantations 
understanding the childish ears of a young woman 
her uncanny belly 
like a clod of ochre earth 

plucking chords 
from the atmosphere 
fingers 
resting
on an arabesque of hair 
uttered to the folds of her pillow
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A translation of forge Luis Borges’ Suefia Alonso Qtlijano

El hombre se despierta de un inderto 
Sueno de alfanjes y de campo llano
Y se toca la baiba con la mano
Y se pregunta si esti herido o muerto. 
iNo lo perseguiiln los hechiceros 
Que ban jurado su mal bajo la hina? 
Nada. Apenas el Mo. Apenas una 
Dolenda de sus anos postrimeros.
El hidalgo fue un sueno de Cervantes
Y don Quijote un sueno del hidalgo. 
El doble sueno los confunde y algo 
Esti pasando que pasd mucho antes. 
Quijano duenne y sueha. Una batalla: 
Los mares de Lepanto y la metralla.

Spanish text © 1974 by Emece Editores SA, Buenos Aires, Argentina. 
Reprinted by special permission of Emece Editores 
and the Estate of Jorge Luis Borges.



Jorge H.-Aigla

Alonso Quijano Dreams

Ihe man awakens &om a clouded 
Dream of sharp rapiers and barren fields 
And brushes his hand on his beard 
And asks if he is wounded or dead.
Might not the enchanters be after him 
Who swore under the moon to injure him? 
Nothing. Just the cold. Just an 
Ache in his last years.
The dream of Cervantes was the Hidalgo 
And Don Quijote the dream of the Hidalgo. 
The double dream confounds them and 
Something happens that happened long ago. 
Quijano sleeps and dreams. A battle: 
Grapeshot and the seas of Lepanto.

17
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John Carle

Letter To My Grandmothers

You began life as we all do, 
tenuous, a sketch in pencil, 
threatened with being washed away 
in the blue rains that fall in the midwest. 
Summer dawns bloomed you into being 
in different ways 
and it was years 
until your children married, 
blending the breath of Kansas 
and Indiana.

I can still see you now, both
gone from us, though breathing
with the pain of coming west,
the first of my beginnings, and then
with the slowness of my grandfathers
returning from the mud and guns in France,
with, and always with, the time you wanted
to become sensate again after
years of propaganda, war factories and death
and the threats of death,
after they spoke to you in ways
I do not understand now,
you still exhale the loneliness of leaving home.

With all these I reach back 
toward understanding my own fear 
of letting go familiar hands.
You had it, birthing my parents 
in a heavy time, your anticipations 
pulling you on to a continuing 
or to an end.

I can only look back to that time 
through the twenty-two years 
of my own life. I am left pressing 
these ghosts ahead into a future 
you never knew.
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Matthew Kelty

See, you said,
the slow explosion of the rose
from bud to full flowering,
like a fist uncurling against the pillow.

This morning the ivory light 
tumbles into the room, 
over the rumpled sheets, the desk, 
the coffee cup, and you.
The paper is blank, my grandfather’s typewriter
silent The spring breeze
rustles the curtains, the leaves outside,
feels like your breath on my cheek.
My grandmother is tending her garden.
I stare at the paper, bite my pen, 
am unsure what to say.

This is not an easy thing to do:
to take the lumpy, unformed sentiments
of a battered gray clay heart,
and pound them, turn them on the potter’s wheel,
to slupe these heartbeats into a suitable gift.

You stir, and I am struck again 
by your breathing, yoitr turning, 
your torso strong as a Greek soldier’s shield, 
your leaf-green eyes, your arms of stone, 
your sculpting hands of earth and water 
lying on the sheet.
You mumble a morning, breathe out a breeze, 
come to me, clumsy and slow.
Your hands on my shoulders, 
your breath on my cheek, 
my grandmother in her garden.
See, you say, 
your voice in my ear,
the roses have bloomed in the morning’s new light
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Jonathan Skinner

Tolstoi

There is a theorem, bridging
this cup of tea
with the mideast crisis,
reflecting in the Gulf
these blue
waves at my lips
and the way I set it
down, carefully
without spilling a drop.



Don Labenski

Haiku

The wings of the moth 
Twist to and fro in the wind 
And my mind follows

The wisdom of dogs;
They bark only at strangers 
While we trust no one

He ^o rides the wind 
Visits many foreign lands 
But setdes in none

Drifting on a raft 
Watching swaUows in the sun 
I await the moon
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Yanni Papadopoulos

Letters From Greece

Dearest Dearest,

Soon I will be leaving the village of my father’s childhood. In the same 
day I saw a woman who had kissed my father in a classroom and scandalized 
his youth cry over her husband’s grave three years after his death — all the 
women in the town wear black because all the men have died due to the World 
War and the civil war in which brother kills brother and the left still can’t look 
the right in the eye because they see their enemy — and I heard my beautiful 
ancient aunt Anna, whose skin has been smoothed by time and war and 
fleeing the country not to return ’til her children were grown; I heard her 
crying one night. I saw a picture of her father with his magnificent 
Constantinople moustache. But the most remarkable thing I have seen is what 
the sun does at about 7:15 to these rolling wheat fields of Greece, when 
everything turns to gold and is perfect. Then I understand how awful it is to 
lose your husband or both your parents, and how much joy there is for my 
family to see the walking image of my grandfather in me; an image of a man 
who was brave and poor and who danced with fake money cut from 
newspaper, because he had none, and the light was always dim at weddings 
anyway. Then, words break down and instead I collect flowers.

There is no water here. Everything has dried up.

Dearest Dearest,

Today we went to Mt. Athos and stepped into the perfectly preserved 
majesty of the Middle Ages. My uncle brought two mgs with him. The 
monasteries are so quiet that one can do no more than whisper. A monk gave 
us coffee and sweets and a shot of tsipouro, which is a liquor made from the 
grape stuff that they can’t make wine out of. Then he showed us the bones 
of the Saints in their elaborate silver casings and a piece of the Cross and of 
course the icon of Holy Mary that was stabbed by a barbarian general and bled 
before his eyes, so he converted and became known as Saint Barbarian. We 
met another monk and took the mgs up a road a thousand years old to visit 
the happy Pater Maximus. One day he was walking where at one time a
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thousand years ago Mary had appeared to a man who had asked somebody 
for bread and was denied and lay under a tree when a woman and a child 
walked up to that man and asked him if he was sick and he said he was hungry 
so she gave him a coin to buy bread with, but when he went to use the coin 
they recognized it as an icon from Mary; I saw that icon also before we took 
the rugs to Pater Maximus, who was very happy when we arrived. Some thirty 
years ago he had been walking in that place I spoke of when he heard a voice 
say, “I want a church here.” But he didn’t believe it, so in the same place that 
voice said the same thing to him the next day. But he still didn’t believe it, so 
the voice said the same thing a third day. He was overcome by its persistence 
and decided to build a church on this hill himself. And after he prayed to Mary 
for help, she revealed a plan of a church to him. Now he is eighty-five years 
old and he smiles more than we do and he lives in one room next to the small 
church he built. He has also built his own tomb outside his house, which he 
uses as a table when guests come and he gives them tsipouro and sesame 
cookies. My father and uncle put down the mgs in his house while he sat out 
in the sun with me and told me that he knew they meant well, but it was really 
all a lot of fuss for no reason.

So we ate bread and cheese and we came back to our room at the 
monastery where I laid down and dreamt of you. I lit a candle for you and 
felt so full of love for you that I cried. Then I prayed to God that He might 
reveal to you how much I love you, and I remembered I had played a kids’ 
game with little Basilli in which he first asked me what my father’s name was, 
and after I told him he counted out the letters on my fingers, pushing the last 
finger down, then he asked me my mother’s name, and so on, ‘til there was 
one finger left, then he asked me my grandmother’s name, and I told him she 
was dead, so he asked me my grandfather’s name, and I explained that I had 
no living grandparents, so he asked me my girlfriend’s name, and he pushed 
down the last finger, put my fist to his ear, listened, and announced, “You love 
her!”

Then I saw myself as a small drop falling through an endless darkness and 
finally dropping into a deep, calm water, sending out a perfect ring. And I 
realized you love me more than I could ever know, just like you always say.
I thought about you being so far away, and I prayed that God would send you 
a little angel to be able to tell you how much I love you, and I put my hands
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together and squeezed and prayed for that angel to whisper into your ear, “He 
loves you. ’ We only have oil lamps here and I have to sleep so that I can wake 
up at three o’clock to go to church and pray some more for your happiness 
and for my heart to someday be a good one which never judges and is patient 
and says, “Soon enough, soon enough; God keeps his promises.” And 
someday I might not only smile like Maximus, but you might, too.



Jonathan Skinner

A Prayer
In memoriam: Walter Daniel Weir, 1922-1991

'I\im your bone beads up on the hill 
Lonely monk, say a prayer 
For the white-haired philosopher 
Gathering flowers underground 
Say a prayer for the heavens 
Migrating in clouds above you 
Pray for God •w^o no longer speaks 
And for the blind, crosseyed virgin 
Pray in silence for the children 
Tying up tears with their shoelaces 
And pray for her with heavy arms 
Who waits, now, in the radio dark.
There is an old stump blasted silver 
With roots in the earth beneath you 
Turn your beads beside the witness 
And listen to your world crackling 
like leaves on fire, say a prayer.

jr
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Karen Andrews

“If I were a red flame of wickedfire ...”

If I were a red flame of wicked fire,
Then dear reason the gods would have to bind; 
Prometheus, your breach would be too great 
For chains and stone, if it were me set free.
Had he, Hephaestus, sired me, desire 
Would melt the cliffs and steam the sea, and fill 
The sky with douds which I would swallow whole. 
Then I’d exhale and smother father sun;
And dties lost would burst and cease to be.
Had it been so, O godly fury mine.

5
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Jorge H.-Aigla

The Bitterness Of Rousseau’s Last Child

These dirty white walls 
are no maternal womb 
no warm servant arms 
of Therese Lavosseur 
but an institutional grip.
O, that my father’s urethra 
had constriaed earlier 
and that he had cared 
less for abstract contracts
and more for human touch. ■- > . ■

i
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Peter Hraher

green book 
yellow book 
blue book 
waterfall

dirt

stones, crushed 
man spits 
red steel 
song



Carol LaRocque



Carol LaRocque 
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Laturence Cave

Dido Laments (Final Mwement)

33



1
1





36



37



38



John Carle

An Old Woman

When she sat down today with her chair,
warm in the fervor of early morning light —
keeping the turquoise and silver
before her, as a dog will lay its paws
on the earth and sleep —
her bones cracked out songs, new and old,
dirges of aging, or rather some melody
learned in her youth from the sky,
open to her husband.
Bones have this way of holding songs 
in the joints, which at first 
simply explode into music, 
stroked as lightning, and which later 
become calcified and must be broken 
sharply from fingers and knees 
before they are sung.
Yet even they may become liquid 
and strike again in the night; even then 
they may be embraced and kissed 
from the throat
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El Hombre De Los Pajaros

Soy el hombre de los pSjaros
Soy el sonido del aire descosado
Soy la rama temblando
Soy el ojo sin rostro
y la canddn sin voz
soy el hombre de los pajaros

Soy la flecha negra
Soy la palabra en las alas
Soy el desorden de las distandas
y el delo vad6
Soy el sol en inviemo
Soy el hombre de los pijaros

Soy sombra sobte tu cuello 
Soy el rabo de los ojos 
Soy la red reludente 
y el olor de la ausenda 
Soy el cadaver en la onda 
Soy el hombre de los piijaros

Soy lo que querriS voler 
Yo ando sobre tierra 
pero el delo es mi cabeza 
Soy el nido vado 
Soy el espectro de las alas 
Soy el hombre de los pajaros

40



r

Jonathan Skinner

The Bird Man

I am the bird man 
I am the sound of ripped air 
I am the shaking branch 
I am the eye without a face 
and the song without voice 
I am the bird man

I am the black arrow 
I am the word in the wings 
I am the confusion of distance 
and the empty sky 
I am the sun in winter 
I am the bird man

I am the shadow on your neck 
I am the comer of eyes 
I am the glistening net 
and the scent of absence 
I am the corpse in the wave 
I am the bird man

I am the man who would fly 
I walk on earth 
but my head is the sky 
I am an empty nest 
I am the ghost of wings 
I am the bird man
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John Carle

Stones

Now, I want you to see this,
want you to know this tongue and these people
and how they die.

Here is deadwood.
Here is the fire that springs early and varied 
and is spent against the dryness of their eyes; 
soon to be frowned upon and swept 
with the raking of chairs into the comer, 
their tin lips fall to the floor.

Yesterday, a man put his fist through a window, 
pissed off, bleeding wdiere he shouted 
at the broken glass. Maybe he took his anger 
to his bed, to his wife or to a botde.
I didn’t see him again, but his blood 
stained the floor.
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Matthew Kelty

Revelation

The yoving man steps outside his home. He frees the nist and dust and 
heat trapped inside the screen door; the sky is the pale yellow of a child, the 
wet is in the air. He scratches his neck, rubs his face, black stubble bristling 
on his chin; he is Anglo. He glances down the street; a Louisiana graveyard: 
golden leaves slow-falling onto iron gates and greening grass and epitaphs in 
French. He stretches, t-shirt white and lifting on his shoulders; a nap and 
dreaming have taken this afternoon from him. As he fell to sleep today, he 
panicked for a moment; he felt as he lay in the lacy blue light that he mi^t 
drown in the warm and the wet He could not breathe. Thoughts of his wife’s 
voice, the mossy graves, and the cool marble floor of the church calmed him, 
sedated him, rocked him to sleep. He dreamed this day of the ocean, of pirate 
ships and flags and ropes.

A train whistles in the distance. He looks back, remembers; his wife is 
gone. She had closed the door gently ^dien she left, while he slept, willing 
her bare feet quiet on the creaking porch. She walked toward the train tracks 
and the graveyard. Her cotton skirt stirred against unshaven legs, rustled the 
stubborn air. The day was soft, the wet was in her voice; she was singing. The 
whistling train, he misses her: tingling in his nipples, pain in his belly; he 
begins to move away from his home. He is walking toward her.

The air is still. Ihis young Hispanic girl, still in truth a child, a baby in a 
soft cotton dress, is in the graveyard. She is turning slowly among the 
gravestones: Jolie Petite. Fille Cherie. She dreamed today of the desert, of the 
chill night air and silence. She walked barefoot on warm blacktop and in cool 
grass and with her thoughts; she has stopped here to rest
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She is sleeping now, this child, this sweetness, prise trop jeune-, an ant 
scurries across her cheek. The shouts of children in the distance, the train 
whistling, roaring nearby; she does not stir. The golden leaves are falling in 
her hair; her olive eyes, the swan’s neck, the innocent curves of her breasts, 
are still. This child is asleep, this child, beloved, ashes and dust; the wet is 
on her cheeks, this child swinging on the rope swing.

The iron gates are swinging open. He has walked and wondered and 
worried on the blacktop, hoping she is here. The sun is beating down: this 
yellow sky, this shadow in the trees, this coming revelation. The ache is in 
his chest, in his belly, in his throat; the wet is in his eyes. He is walking toward 
her.



LilaKems
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Jonathan Skinner

Tarkovsky

It is a Dutch rendition:
Christ crucified on the old boards 
of a windmill; below is Mary 
of the white bonnet and apple breasts, 
her sadness locked inside of her 
like an unplowed field; Joseph too 
bearing it grim but sober, he waits 
for the carpenter; and Christ 
my God what a man up there: 
three-days’ beard on a broad jaw, arms 
that just yesterday drove planks 
up the firame of his father’s bam, 
and he put up a good fight died 
more tired than anything else.
Now he rests, like the quilt of fields 
tucked neatly behind him: a tidy 
horizon, for the quiet face 
and a few windmills beating the air.
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Sean Connelly

i have twisted awry from the last black iron fetter 
to ponder the last ragged bison 
to taste the final inch of earth 
pierced through the torso by bramble 
lain bloody in the crumbling brown bracken 
i have crushed blackberries upon my lips 
painted my body with fecal mud 
i have neutered my spirit 
expired like sulfur 
and left no taint to the wind
i have witnessed the brilliance of lambent illumination
of revelation
and primitive magic
in the roan colored fields
i have slept beside toppled obelisks
remnants of lost masonic art
found lances broken
among nettle and rock
i have trumpeted my despair
to angular decalcified bones
and vine covered idols
i have hung still in the night like
a mispronounced word
that is both foreign and untranslatable
like a wanting
a scar
a violent seduction 
i have been remembered 
and then dismissed
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Karen Andrews

Iphigenia At Aulis

Father, if I had just the voice to sing 
As Orpheus did, charming stones to dance 
And follow steps of mesmerizing muse.
Or if by chance my speech could change and bend 
the will of whom I choose, then now would I,
With spells of sweet beguilement, turn your mind 
For my young life. But tears are all the tools 
Delivered here to beg my blood from you.
O father, I was first to call you so.
And then you called your daughter, me, your child.
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Two Syllabic Poems

DecasyUabic

Take away these foods, now I want night air, 
Only fruits of darkness, pomegranate.
Plum, star-chilled flesh of peach, ruby sweetness 
Of the grape. Let the savor of the quince.
The evanescence of dtronella.
Rise like incense from a smoky altar.
My soul, now be sated with nothingness.
The ashen exhaltation of the dusL

Octosyllabic

Take away food, give me night air.
Fruits of darkness, pomegranate.
Plum, star-chilled peach, mby sweetness 
Of grape. Let the savor of quince. 
Evanescent dtronella.
Rise like incense from an altar.
Soul, be sated with nothingness.
Ashen exhaltation of dust

(1976-90)
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The Last Days Of The Siege Of Tenochtitlan
Translatedfrom an anonymous manuscript ofTlaltelolco, 1528

And all of this happened to us. ^
We saw it all
We watched it happen
With this sad and mournful fortune
We saw each other’s anguish.

On the road lay broken arrows; i
Hairs are scattered I
Hie houses unroofed 
'Iheir walls red, blackened.

Worms swarm in streets and plazas 
And on walls brains are splattered.
The waters are red, as though if stained.
And ^en we drank them
It was saltpeter we swallowed. I

We stmck the adobe walls 
And our lot was a net of holes.
Shields were our shelter
But not even shields could support our solitude.

We have eaten painted sticks J
We have chewed salty gruel, j
Adobe rocks, small lizards, 1
Mice, worms, dust and earth. j

50



Jorge H.-Aigla

We barely ate the meat 
Placed on the fire.
When the meat was cooked 
They snatched it;
Eaten on the fire itself.

A price was set upon us.
A price for the young man, the priest. 
The child, the virgin maidea

Enough! The price of a poor man 
was two handftils of com, 
only ten insect cakes;
Our price was only 
twenty cakes of salty gruel.

Gold, jades, rich embroidery.
Quetzal plumages.
All that ^Wch was precious 
Was valued not at all...
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Ross Vineberg

On A Razor’s G-String Of Armageddon

Sideburns, milkmen, change-clip holder, 
mailmen, black sock, loafer, sidewalk 
government beatnik loiterer. Ripping 
privacy like a package in a post office.
Stamping ink-pad slogans, tapping typewriters, 
front-page, newspapers, grey nightmares. 
Clock-work imprinted brain embroidery drudgery, 
vinyl and 50-percent polyester Hello-smile, 
refrigerator magnets, the Big Boss, subway love- 
affairs, violin rock, 3 cubes of sugar 
hold the cream, easy over every day for 
your eggs and boss. Sneezing the techni
color pit by remote.
Wood
Apple
Earth.
Neon lights, fast, stick, shifting marriage 
to marriage, hairy chest, gold-chain wearing, 
credit card bearing, mouthwash gurgling 
cosmetic slave drug thirsty whore of desire.



Matthew Kelty

“I know a place," he said, “where we can go." 
An old dirt road led to a park.
There was grass there, and a swing set 
He was tall.
It was dark.
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Sean Connelly

Kick

kick
something useless yet provocative
like turning an apricot pit over in yer mouth
and testing the crannies, the gnarled convolutions
with a very deft
tongue
now think about the mind
or coney islands thereof
remember when ya couldn’t think straight
imtil they laid out the goods on the table
and ya made yer choice
a green one and two blues
so kick,
he sez in a new yourk nut crackin’ accent 
i wasn’t bom on schedule 
i owe too much out
and if that tux ain’t rented then the soul shure is 
i am no stranger to saxophones and speed 
i have known my lot 
of pusillanimous moments 
that fty like chaff
as the days never cease winnowing 
and i guess all i really wanted to say was 
Ccause i gotta kidO
“love — the only means of tribal scarring* 
if you get ^diat i mean
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Wallace Witkowski

Method Of Survival

Psychotic microsurgery 
Amputating neiuons 
Until all that remains 
Is the phantom pain 

Of numbness.
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Sean Connelly

Sweeney Deject

as pretty as a skin graft and prone to absurdity as well
he gazes at the mirror newly shaven
the flesh around his jaw feeling tight
eyes pinched to folds of dark flesh
and he ponders this banality
with words never loaded
and infrequently fired
turns
and walks into the bedroom

he loses abilities both malignant and benign
from words spoken at the pitch of a whisper
to a woman seated on the bed
to refutations uttered by receding flesh
the one who was once thought to be witty
now goads his companions at the bar after a few drinks
his shirtfront rumpled
breathing like a gas heater
cigarette staining the lamp’s penumbra
knocking the chair over as he stands
seeking a medicinal silence
which is pocked by his own stumbling vowels and vagrant consonants 
a pistol shot 
a slap 
or a belch
might be desired over
the coarse fabric of such talk
and the destmction of cause and effect,
while by no means a novelty
is appealing to us all
like amnesia
or the knowledge that someone loves you 
but lives on another continent t



Christopher Letcher

A Chaucerian Fragment: Imaginative Rough Draft 
Clerk’s T^lezAUemate Takes

L

Walter, after putting Griselda through Hell to test her faithfulness, realizes 
she has no personality. A possibility opens before him. His daughter has been 
raised in the proper manner befitting a noble birth. He decides to marry her. 
She’s beautiful, intelligent; even his people want him to. Since Griselda is so 
passive that she barely exists, Walter decides to have her put to death secredy. 
It is for the best of all concerned. Nobody notices. Walter and his new wife 
live on in concord to the close.

ii.

Griselda, upon learning the nature of Walter’s game, sends the children 
to bed. Taking a shaip knife, she disembowels Walter, eating his intestines 
and liver. The people of the town are so impressed by her strength and 
conviction that a matriarchy is established. Griselda’s daughter becomes the 
heir. The dream of Emily comes tme.

b
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Patricia Rupert

what were you thinking,
Ramona Von Schicking,
When you sold your sister Fraa’
Didn’t you know
Where ’twould all go
When you made your vexing plan?

You urchins have pity 
From the whole blessed city,
But this wickedness will not be taken. 
And you could have had parents, 
Books, toys, and inheritance.
And sausage and pancakes and bacon!

If you’d only just waited,
Your Flight tolerated,
But not you — you had to go hocking. 
Now the poor little fry’s 
Off with some passer-by.
And your late is the source of 
Much talking.



How The West Was One

In the beginning was the word 
and the word was Babel. Bar-bar or 
Blah-blah if you prefer the onomatopoetic 
logocentric and pyrrhic lip of mankind, 
one in Genesis even after Gabriel left 
a golden shower in her lap.

Archaic was the logic 
shattering the lewd frescos like 
Onan spilling out the annointed’s 
yellow bath.

Any rain yet^

Omphalosceptic the victim of that 
toothsome and somewhat undulating godhead 
more sore insomuchas was wonderful to behold 
and afterwards apparently revive 
some of the drier Indians, astonished, 
made a scarecrow and nailed him to a cross.

Fish the day, third week in May to 
get me out of Santa Fe. Ditch the terminal 
sphincter of that broad and beaten trail & 
place yer logos in your proctos, pilgrim.
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Christopher Ley don

To march on the plaza very hot and 
soaked by green-walled hopes of laige showers 
not realizing violence made the ether wind 
without blessing and threatening further 
to take away earth. The decayed bore witness: 
a famine unto them.

The corn began to 
Did you see my kitty-cat^ 
mercy began to
Chuck took Gigi home with him
speedy interchange of fruit
and she ran away as a thoroughly wet cloud
from him. I told him that
some are lame, some are dumb
that was his own fault and that he shouldn’t
some are blind and others
go around stealing cats have devils in them
shortly after day came, humble and gende
or fair, warm and not rejoicing.

A liberal evening. Thanksgiving.
Such sweet rain to be seen.



Patricia Reppert

Design

Brocade, flie purple deepest dark,
Green vines that, winding, catch it still — 
The skirmish was the needle’s will.
But graceful is the needle’s mark.
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Matthew Kelty

Soft
flannel
sheets and light,
and the quiet,
and your lips, your mouth,
and the soft and the warm
and the honey-colored hum
and the rosebud, the raspberry
heat, and the heat, and the heat, and the
soft
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Charles G. Bell

Yeats: Poles And Gyres—Incarnate

Prefitory:

Now that I give less to teaching (and especially since being reported dead, 
February 1987, in the Oxford University Gazette— whence letters of com
miseration to my wife on what a nice man I ows), it is time I put in order, 
among other things, bins of jottings, first drafts, and lecture notes, none of 
aiiich sports a livelier claim than my variously delivered studies of William 
Butler Yeats and his Gyres — those great cycles of soul some trace in history.

The danger, when one synthesizing spirit fishes for another, is that a single 
thread, pulled from the depths, may snag and snag imtil it fetches up the whole 
bottom of the pond. In this case, the theory of culture-cycles, traceable from 
Vico through Hegel, HOlderlin, Nietzsche, Arnold and the Symbolists to Yeats, 
Eliot, JeflFers, not to mention a later horizon, would stretch the covers of a 
book. Yet since the rumors of my death, though exaggerated, must in time 
prove prophetic, I aim to compress. As Anthony says of Caesar’s message: 
“Grates me. The sum!” No book, then, but an essay — its theme: Yeats and 
the Vico-matter.

Thoor Ballylee and Coole Park:

We begin not with Vico’s “ideal eternal history,” but with Yeats’ Irish 
embodiment The landscape we require is less the Sligo of the poet’s youth 
(1893: “I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfiee”) or of his death-return 
(1938: “Under bare Ben Bulben’s head / In Drumcliff churchyard Yeats is 
laid”), than the country south of Galway, near Gort, where the poet had long 
visited Lady Gregory’s Coole Park, with its house and walled garden, its lake 
in the Seven Woods (1902: “I have heard the pigeons of the Seven Woods”), 
his refuge from the “new commonness” — “while that Great Archer” (already 
a cyclical god) “awaits his hour to shoot”
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It was in “the nineteenth autumn” of return to Coole Park Lake that Yeats 
sought solace in The Wild Swans. Now Lady Gregory has guided him to a 
medieval tower in the neighborhood, his Tboor Ballylee; guided him also 
(after a life-passion for Maud Gonne and then for her daughter) to Georgie 
Lees, the wife of “custom and ceremony” who will join him there — a fact 
carved in stone on the tower over the bridged stream.

I, the poet William Butler Yeats,
With old mill boards and sea-green slates.
And smithy work from the Gort forge.
Restored this tower for my wife George;
And may these characters remain 
When all is ruin once again.

That tower becomes the center of Yeats’ regeneration of the whole landscape 
as incarnate myth.

Thus, in introducing The Phases of the Moon (c 1918, a crabbed and 
obscure treatment of the Gyres, historical, astrological, personal), the poet 
conceives himself, late ni^t, in the tower — like Milton in II Penseroso:

Or let my lamp at midnight hour.
Be seen in some high lonely Tower,
Where I may oft out-watch the Bear,
With thrice great Hermes, or unshear 
The spirit of Plato ...

Milton’s imagined tower (to be engraved, 1879, by Samuel Palmer), the 
tower of Shelley’s Prince Athenase, perhaps that of Rembrandt’s scholar under 
a winding stair, become, in the resonance of one image, one with the Tboor 
Yeats invokes in the poems of those years (as from Meditations in Time of Civil 
War):
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An ancient bridge, and a more ancient tower ...
The stilted water-hen 
Crossing stream again 
Scared by the splashing of a dozen cows;

A winding stair, a chamber arched with stone,
A grey stone fireplace with an open hearth,
A candle and a written page. 
n Penseroso’s Platonist toiled on 
In some like chamber ...
Benighted travellers 
From markets and from fairs 
Have seen this midnight candle glimmering.

In The Phases of the Moon, this already haunted scene receives a spectral 
air. Enter, at night, Aherne and Robartes, man of action and occult idealist, 
alter egos Yeats had drawn from himself years earlier; wanderers, estranged 
from him now, they approach below, to comment on the poet above, toiling 
in his tower:

An old man cocked his ear upon a bridge;
He and his friend, their faces to the South,
Had trod the uneven roads. Their boots were soiled.
Their Connemara cloth worn out of shape;
They had kept a steady pace as though their beds.
Despite a dwindling and late-risen moon.
Were distant still. An old man cocked his ear.
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Abeme: What made that sound?

Robartes: A rat or water-hen
splashed, or an otter slid into the stream.
We are on the bridge; that shadow is the tower,
And the light proves that he is reading still.
He has found, after the manner of his kind.
Mere images; chosen this place to live in 
Because, it may be, of the candle-light 
From the far tower where Milton’s Platonist 
Sat late, or Shelley’s visionary prince;
The lonely light that Samuel Palmer engraved.
An image of mysterious wisdom won by toil;
And now he seeks in book or manuscript 
What he shall never find.

Nowhere else is there such a convergence of setting and myth as here, 
where every outward feature of the scene stirs in the Yeats-seeker its poetic 
resonances. If only plaques with the right lines could be attached (most 
tourists unable to quote by heart), the whole region would vibrate with Yeats. 
The winding stair would become the phased historical cycle itself— the gyre 
we house in:

I declare this tower is my symbol; I declare
This winding, gyring, spiring treadmill of a stair is my ancestral stair; 
That Goldsmith and the Dean, Berkeley and Burke have travelled 

there.

Such the wheel from which thought must perne (dive like a hawk) to 
center:

Sages standing in God’s holy fire / ... perne in a gyre ...
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And much will come to depend upon the form and the phases of that orbit. 
Is it, as in Vico, single, or, as jailbird Billy’s dream had hinted at, double, 
interfolded solar and lunar cones?

Of sun and moon that a good hour 
Bellowed and pranced in the round tower ...

Yeats’ chamber is bare now, though it would seem easy to find a table for 
it and on the table (if the sword sent by a Japanese admirer is irrecoverable) 
some crescent blade, labeled from Meditations in Time of Civil War.

Two heavy trestles and a board 
Where Sato’s gift, a changeless sword.
By pen and paper lies ...
Chaucer had not drawn breath 
When it was forged. In Sato’s house.
Curved like new moon, moon-luminous.
It lay five-hundred years ...

Later in the poem, the moon seen from the tower becomes “a glittering sword 
out of the East.” Such the unclouded absolute of Blood and the Moon-, so in 
Byzantium-. “A starlit or a moonlit dome disdains / All that man is”; such the 
bird-cries of destroying and creating revelation (“it seemed / Juno’s peacock 
screamed”); in token of all which, Sato’s stainless moon-blade holds the center 
of Yeats’ peme-in-a-gyre tower—the past and coming violence he has to fear 
and affirm.

Outside the landing, part way up the narrower winding stair, the nest of 
starlings has been windowed for observation (“in the west of Ireland,” Yeats 
footnotes, “we call a starling a stare”) — The Stare's Nest by my Window-.

The bees build in the aevices 
Of loosening masonry, and there 
The mother birds bring grubs and flies.
My wall is loosening ...
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We had fed the heart on fantasies,
The heart’s grown brutal from the fare;
More substance in our enmities 
Than in our love; O honey-bees,
Come build in the empty house of the stare.

Higher, we search the windows of the “waste room at the top” for what 
should, if necessary, be mounted there: those butterflies (of spirit and 
intuition, contrasted on a ring Yeats tells of, with brazen hawks of logic and 
mechanism; “butterflies,” he notes, “come in through the loopholes and die 
aginst the window-panes”):

Upon the dusty, glittering windows cling.
And seem to cling upon the moonlit skies.
Tortoiseshell butterflies, peacock butterflies,
A couple of night-moths are on the wing.
Is every modem nation like the tower.
Half-dead at the top?

The stair leads to the crenelated roof-walk. Here the mists and storms, 
“bred on the Atlantic,” blow in “over Gregory’s wood and one bare hill,” 
stretching the cyclical polarity of A Prayer for my Daughter. How conciously 
Yeats assumes the “Conversational” tone and cradle-stance of Coleridge in 
Frost at Midnight — that room also movingly preserved at Nether Stowey, 
under the Quantock Hills. But Yeats, even as he prays his daughter may come 
into a house “Where all’s accustomed, ceremonious” —

How but in custom and in ceremony 
Are innocence and beauty bom?

— himself sides in Nietzschean longing with “the haystack and roof-leveling 
wind”; hears it “scream upon the tower,”
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Imagining in excited reverie 
That the future years had come,
Dancing to a frenzied drum,
Out of the murderous innocence of the sea.

The innocence I have twice underlined (“of ceremony" and “murderous”), 
yokes as dire an antimony as the poet himself, drawn to the Coming which 
he prays his daughter may be spared. How could he wish for her the rending 
he would lavish on Crazy Jane? —

... Love has pitched his mansion in 
The place of excrement;
For nothing can be sole or whole 
That has not been rent.

(Had not the Iliad and the Odyssey framed the complementarity in which we 
would praise Lear, but for our own, choose Jane Austen — the ceremonious 
Married Land hung over the violence of before and after?)

On Thoor Ballylee, of course, some days the air will clear; the coun
tryside of The Tower comes into view:

I pace upon the battlements and stare 
On the foundations of a house, or where 
Tree, like a sooty finger, starts from the earth.

Those stone ruins, which still dot the scene, offer their histories; Mrs. French, 
with her dish of “an insolent farmer’s ears”; Mary Hines, the beauty; Raftery, 
the poet

Then such mists come in as, in the Civil War Meditations, harbor 
Phantoms of the beginning, middle, and end of the Western cycle:



I climb to the tower-top and lean upon broken stone,
A mist that is like blown snow over all...

I See Phantoms of Hatred and of the Heart’s Fullness 
And of the Coming Emptiness.

The “rage-hungry troop” of the feudal (or Homeric) first phase haunts 
this Tower Yeats has espoused — “odour of blood on the anscestral stair”;

Rough men-at-arms, cross-gartered to the knees 
Or shod in iron, climbed the narrow stairs.
And certain men-at-arms there were 
Whose images, in the Great Memory stored,
Come with loud cry and panting breast
To break upon a sleeper’s rest
While their great wooden dice beat on the board.

It is the incursion Yeats would affirm in all its paradox, the cyclical snake 
joining head to tail, from Irish Civil War, “Violence upon the roads: violence 
of horses,” through the susjDence of Dulac’s Black Centaur: “I knew that 
horseplay, knew it for a murderous thing”; to the next-cycle projection of his 
own grave epitaph:

Cast a cold eye 
On life, on death.
Horseman, pass by!

But feudal violence yields to the second phase. In sun or mist, fact or 
image, Yeats’ landscape is polarized: here, Thoor Ballylee (rage-hungry 
troops of past or future); there, over the hill to the west, the “Heart’s Fullness” 
of Lady Gregory’s Coole Parke, which Yeats can celebrate now with more 
awareness of its historical role:



Beloved books that famous hands have bound,
Old marble heads, old pictures everywhere;
Great rooms ...
Where none has reigned that lacked a name and fame 
Or out of folly into folly came.

Though even at Coole Park — in its garden with the bust of Virgil’s patron 
Maecenas, its great beech initialed by Irish authors of renown — a shadow 
of the third, encroaching phase falls. The son and heir, “soldier, scholar, 
horseman,” last hope of a Celtic Rennaissance, has gone down in the Great 
War iAn Irish Airman Foresees His Death)-.

I know that I shall meet my fate 
Somewhere among the clouds above;
Those that I fight I do not hate.
Those that I guard I do not love;
My country is Kiltartan Cross,
My countrymen Kiltartan’s poor.
No likely end could bring them loss 
Or leave them happier than before.
Nor law, nor duty bade me fight.
Nor public men, nor cheering crowds,
A lonely impulse of delight 
Drove to this tumult in the clouds;
I balanced all, brought all to mind.
The years to come seemed waste of breath,
A waste of breath the years behind 
In balance with this life, this death.

The stick of the ailing Lady Gregory sounds in the house, that house Yeats 
foresees (.Coole Path, 1929) as a nettled mound. Already the vista of Europe 
and Ireland from the tower (First World War, Irish Civil War) has presaged the 
tyrranies of Left and Right which Yeats would later claim he had prophesied 
— (The Second Coming)
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The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity

— those foretold “brazen Hawks,” image “of the Coming Nothingness ... A 
mist... like blown snow” had brought to mind.

Nothing but grip of claw and the eye’s complacency.
The innumerable clanging wings that have put out the moon.

How could the poet close those Meditations but by returning to “the cold 
snows of a dream”?

The half-read wisdom of daemonic images 
Suffice the aging man as once the growing boy.

But from above, next morning say, what is descried? What landscape 
feature links the cultural phases in a time-progression? The stream which 
moats the tower flows westerly. In the Great Memory a Vico-poem is bom — 
the mythic topology of Coole Park and Ballylee, 1951-

Under my window-ledge the waters race.
Otters below and moor-hens on the top.
Run a mile undimmed in Heaven’s face
Then darkening through “dark” Raftery’s “cellar” drop,
Run underground, rise in a rocky place 
In Coole demesne, and there to finish up 
Spread to a lake and drop into a hole.
What’s water but the generated soul?

On my first visit I looked down at the stream flowing off into scmb and 
bramble, past barbed wire barriers and mined stone walls. I had to pursue 
that stream. So I came down, and with leaping and scrambling followed the 
course, until, in what seemed Ouckily) less than a mile, it stmck, at right angles, 
a fault in the limestone. To the south the clogged channel formed an extended 
swampy puddle; but what flowed north (right) ran in the fault line, the current
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increasing, until one heard a gurgling roar ahead, and came to what Yeats (and 
the farmers) called “Raftery’s cellar” — a sumidero, where the stream spills 
down into the limestone. So concludes the first warrior pase of a civilization.

For Yeats, this stream, gone underground, had to be the same which wells 
up in the west in Coole demesne, since water is “the generated soul”; though 
according to our contour maps, Coole Park lies on higher ground, and only 
Leonardo’s animate earth could get the water up there (drawn like sap in a 
vine, “into the power of its mover”).

If we forget the contour map, Yeats life-stream runs, in Coole Park, its 
complementary course, spreading to the Romantic reaches of a swan lake (to 
drop at last into another hole) — the swan, as so often an emblem of soul, 
sailing away; while Lady Gregory’s stick sounds in the house. Yeats 
concludes:

We were the last romantics — chose for theme 
Traditional sanctity and loveliness ...
But all has changed, that high horse riderless,
Though mounted in that saddle Homer rode 
Where the swan drifts upon a darkening flood.

Here an addendum is in order. A few years later, when I returned to 
photograph these sights, the season was so wet and the earth so soaked — 
despite flood-control dams to the north—that as I came to the limestone fault, 
I found the stream veering southward into a channel now unclogged; while 
from Raftery’s dark cellar itself a new tributary was boiling from the limestone 
cave, the sinkhole turned to an upwelling, in defiance of Yeats’ mythology.

Besides which, the mins of Lady Gregory’s house, which had displayed 
themselves on the first visit just as the poet had prophesied —

When all those rooms and passages are gone.
When nettles wave upon a shapeless mound
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— had also suffered a change (as many of the great Park beeches were split 
wide by the damp). Now the state keepers, instead of placarding those 
precious nettles, had pulled them out and cleaned up the whole place. So I 
couldn’t photograph that either.

Yet how deeply, even on the second trip, events donned the mask of 
symbol; our return from Coole Park to Gort exemplifies. Descending from the 
Galway bus that morning, my wife and I had stored our luggage in a Gort pub, 
promising to return for Guiness and Irish coffee before taking the evening bus 
south. We had walked all day in the mist and rain: to Thoor Ballylee, Kiltartan 
Cross, and through Coole Park. We had hardly time now, afoot, to get to the 
Gort bus, much less the coffee and Guiness we had earnestly bespoke. At the 
service station by Coole Park an Irish farmer was getting gas. He agreed to 
give us a lift, though it was not, he said, his custom. Driving, he asked what 
we had seen. I told him of the Thoor, Raftery’s cellar, and the rest, quoting 
the poems.

“It’s strange,” he brogued, “that you’d come all this way to do that."

“We love those poems,” I told him; “we learn them by heart; so the places 
call us, even in the rain.”

He shook his great curled head. “And there’s only one thing he wrote that 
means a damn to us.” I didn’t have to ask what. His voice filled the tiny car: 
“A terrible beauty is borrrrn!” I was about to inquire what the bombings, then 
at peak, prompted: How the Irish could be of such friendly humanity yet so 
passionately violent’ But his repetition stalled the question: “A terrible beauty 
is borrrrn!”

Was he not at the Tower’s center, hefting Sato’s sword’
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