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Abstract
TO BE A POET
by

Andrew McCarron

Adviser: Suzanne Ouellette

This qualitative dissertation will use narrative psychology andrbjhical methods to
explore the role art plays in the processes of living. |pvilisent biographical portraits
and critical analyses of three living New York City poedsntified with the second
generation of the so-called New York School of Poetry. Iraereésted in (1) the factors
surrounding the emergence of artistic identity; (2) the “gnani of the work produced;
and (3) the way of being in the world (Stein, 1926) that the worleretegs. | am
especially interested in gauging the degree to which writiogriain kind of poem (or
kinds of poems) offers the writer psychological utility. Concdptuawill draw upon
the narrative work of Paul Ricoeur, and the work of Ludwig Wittgensteho insisted
that “to imagine a language means to imagine a form of lif#t."is hoped that this
dissertation will offer research and applied psychology advemnk for thinking about

the role art can play in the experience of selfhood and identity.
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CHAPTER ONEINTRODUCTION

Background of Study

| first began imagining a dissertation on poets and their worlsprimg 2008,
during a seminar | took on the Narrative Study of Lives taughtpyCUNY Graduate
Center advisor Suzanne Ouellette. We read an article by lekveeén narrative
psychologist who used the example of Emily Dickinson to illustnate a student might
go about writing a life study organized around a focal question—indkes ®ickinson’s
reclusiveness. He advocated sleuthing through a wealth of documemdabyographical
sources, but said nothing about her poetry, as if it belonged to a saopserixtra-
biographical category that had little or no value in helping to explar isolation. | had
several questions. For starters, how did Dickenson representiveckss across the
1,700 poems her sister, Lavinia, found after the poet’'s death in 18867 Sewaslher
reclusiveness modus operandior writing poems? And how did the artifact (the poem),
the act of creating (writing), and the personal and social tgehtt both inspire (being a
poet) influence her cognitively, affectively, on the level of narrative, andlga&c

In a letter to Jung, Freud wrote, “Before the problem of the geeattist analysis
must, alas, lay down its arms” (SE XXI, 177). Although he was proumscadnalysis of
Da Vinci (1910), Freud was doubtful that psychoanalysis could penéatréte sources
of creativity. Elsewhere, Freud wrote that “all genuinely ttveawritings are the
products of more than a single motive and more than a single impulse poet’'s mind,

and are open to more than a single interpretation” (Freud, 1900, 26&)g thlese lines,



my dissertation willnot attempt to build a psychological theory of art. Attemptdist t
have been made elsewhere — primarily in the field of psychcasalgnd
psychobiography (e.g., Todd SchultHandbook of Psychobiograpt{006), especially
the articles on Elvis Presley, Sylvia Plath, James Bam Ealith Wharton). Elsewhere
in the psychoanalytic tradition, Melanie Klein imagined that falfiled a healing
function, allowing the artist to explore (and possibly resolvepinénd interpersonal
conflicts without reliving inciting traumas. Post-Kleinians Iidner, Ehrenzweig, and
Winnicott expand upon the role of art in object relations.

As fascinating as these theories are, they tend to privitegegy over teleology.
What, for example, does creativity do to and for the artist acrossdbi@l contexts
through which he/she develop$fielson (1999) argues that unconscious motivations can
be used to create new cultural forms—cultural forms that fafiirogressive function
psychologically. Nielsen’s method involves looking for moments inraatige when the
tensions between conscious and unconscious structures are palpable. lISSkaecha
momentsblack holeson account of the invisible energy they radiate. In her reading of
the autobiography of @ivind, an elderly Norwegian man, she locatastdisection of
conscious and unconscious structures in a story he tells about an@dbnghen he was
growing up in provincial Norway. @ivind remembers feeling angfier being
humiliated by his father, and then overwhelmed by guilt wheraltiher dies of a heart
attack shortly after. This life-disrupting event requires thatyoung divind assume an
adult role and provide for his mother and sisters. The close rela@pons shares with
them makes it challenging for him to establish independenceramlaof masculinity.

Nielson shows how @ivind draws upon an array of cultural forms to cahstrway of



being in the world that he passes on to his son, as well as teaithers of his 30-plus
page autobiography.

Similarly, this dissertation explores how the “cultural formspogtry influenced
the lives of three New York City poets—all close friends, all diaerage of sixty-five,
all heterosexual, Caucasian and male, and all affiliated hats¢cond generation of the
so-called New York School of Poetry. | am specifically ies¢ed in (1) the personal and
social events that surround the emergence of their ideragigsoet;” (2) the “grammar”
of their works; and (3) the ways that being a poet influenced/mdkge each across an
array of personal and social contexts. The aim of this stuttyexplore the role art can
play in the processes of living. Beyond merely representinguiets of a life, might art

also play a role in helping to create one?

Conceptual Framework

Philosophical Background

The modernist poet Gertrude Stein believed that to compose in langaage
compose a way of being in the world. Words (the “composition”) eiffieated
experience into specific patterns of thought and feeling. Iressay,Composition as
Explanation(1926), she writes, “The only thing that is different from one tionanother
is what is seen and what is seen depends upon how everybody is\daythirg. This
makes the thing we are looking at very different and this makes those who describe
it make of it, it makes a composition, it confuses, it shaws, it looks, it likes it as it is,
and this makes what is seen as it is seen” (Stein ifl&eta008, 215). Put simply (if

this is possible with Stein), the writer of the composition is cbmposer of his/her



phenomenological reality. A similar notion can be found in the idé#élse twentieth-
century philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who believed that the tektua of life is
both informed by—and actively informs—extra-textual contexts thromgich persons
develop. Language, argued Wittgenstein, should not be thought of in démisat it
means but how it isused In Philosophical Investigationshe writes, “Every sign by
itself seems deadwhatgives it life? — In use it ialive. Is life breathed into it there? Or
is itsuseits life?” (P1 #423)

The intellectual journey that led me to Wittgenstein bega005 after reading
the Anthropologist Peter Stromberg’s book on evangelical Christiamvecsion
narratives (1993). Stromberg theorizes that converts use a caangege—which he
defines as modes of describing self and world particular to afispedrldview—to
express previously inaccessible desires in an acceptable, ysacthlbdox form. The
canonical language of a Born Again conversion narrative becomemehas of a
narrator’s self-transformation, organizing identity within a tiadispecific mode of
signification. Stromberg’s work is useful because it shows hogukage can cause
significant changes to the self, across an array of persmmhlsocial domains. The
biggest difference between what | do and what Stromberg did tid gt@nceptualize
narrative as a limitless array of textual forms, includingtipcenes. | believe that the
texts a poet composes can influence his/her construction and expeoieselfhood,
helping him/her determine which experiences are salient andhwbic thus shaping, at
least partially, his/her life-defining picture and the choicesdenin response to this

picture.



Stromberg’s (1993) anthropological work is reminiscent of the neeratork of
French philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1970), who conceptualized life as tiaityaand a
passion in search of a narrative” (Ricoeur, 1991, 29Frénd and Philosophy: An Essay
on Interpretation(1970), Ricoeur developed a “double hermeneutics” of regression and
progression as a critique of Freudian sublimation. Using Freudasy emn Da Vinci
(1910), he shows how regressive energy, which in Leonardo’s case usra@solved
Oedipal Complex, is transformed by the progressive solution of k@osaactivities as
an artist and scientist. Ricoeur asks, “Could it be that therteaming of sublimation is
to promotenew meaningby mobilizing old energies initially invested in archaic figs’
(Ricoeur, 1970, 175)? I8earch For A Method1963), the “existentialist” philosopher
Jean-Paul Sartre developed the concept mfogressive projectwhich he defined as a
life activity that distinguished an individual from the deterntinisocial/environmental
forces that informed/inform him. “Complexes, the style &, ldnd the revelation of the
past-surpassing as a future to be created are one and theeghtyg Sartre writes. “It
is the project as aoriented life as man’s affirmation through action” (Sartre, 1968, 108).
Both Sartre (1963) and Ricoeur (1970) sought to explore how projectscaanp@rsons
beyond the conditions of their environments. Sartre writes: “Foramsisncharacterized
above all by his going beyond a situation, and by what he succeexddimg of what he
has been made—even if he never recognizes himself in his Gbgiin” (Sartre, 1968,
109).

Ricoeur expanded upon his double hermeneutics twenty-two years |@teeself
As Another(1992), arguing that narrative continually re-contextualizes “oldgeseras

the circumstances of living alter. Conceiving narrative aisaordant concordance



“between the manifold of events and the temporal unity of the stepgunted” (Ricoeur,
1992, 141), he theorizes that the nature of narrative is to “integititgp@manence in
time what seems to be its contrary in the domain of sameneg#gyidaamely diversity,
variability, discontinuity, and instability” (Ricoeur, 1992, 140). In efifethe
“regressive” and “progressive” coalesce each time an indivaltialilates who he/she is.
Bax (2005) finds commonalities between Ricoeur and Wittgenstein ograbeds that
both refused to equate personal identity with an immutable substdose.as Ricoeur
insisted that identity was formed out of an array of heteragenelements, Wittgenstein
thought that identity was the product of convictions that permeatevibehaand
linguistic self-expressions, coalescing into a meaningful wtnaeyields the illusion of
an immutable, internal self. Personal identity does not resi@@ia-given substrate, but
is an ambition expressed linguistically.

The American philosopher Garry Hagberg (2008) has written on Witegerad
autobiographical consciousness. According to Hagberg, Wittgeristkaved that the
attributes one associates with one’s “self” are created by how onelimégsepresenting
one’s life. He writes, “And it is emerging that language.wist one might then call the
vehicle for selfhood. The linguistic dimension of the self is, asargeincreasingly
coming to see, necessary (and not merelyeaspost factocontingency) to its
constitution” (Hagberg, 2008, 153). To illustrate the point more fully,ubes an
example of Dostoevsky'slotes from the Underground864) where the underground
man speaks of his existence as “the hell of unsatisfiededetsirned inward...” These
desires are not an expression of pre-linguistic biological sensatbut are concepts

rendered intelligible through the act of giving them voice.



Hagberg (2008), however, warns against unfettered linguistic cotmstism:
“We might... say that such newly articulated aspects create#téy they describe — but
this places too great an emphasis on the creative dimension at-dapaing self-
description to the exclusion of the constraints within which it moyegygberg, 2008,
212). Sitill, notwithstanding genetic, dispositional and social constrduatdimit self-
transformation, Wittgenstein believed there was more room fosfoemation than was
allotted for by most Cartesian-influenced perspectives, whigtport the reality of a
hidden, internal self. We construct new life-defining pictures Wwgkaning sets of
relations and connecting the dots through personal life storiaghdtg (2008) finds an
analogue to this phenomenon in the 1957 diaries of the British philosopheritardng

Murdoch:

Murdoch wrote,Re-thinking one’s past is a constant responsibililyshould be
constant because of new light shed by the ongoing recontextualizationgzfsbu
deeds, words, and thoughts, because of the new or deepened ways of seeing
ourselves brought in by sets of internal relations awakened dbyea
retrospection... We make a life-defining picture of oursebyeawakening those

sets of relations and connecting the ‘dots’... with a narrativeathr And that
ongoing work-in-progress then becomes a picture we come to resemtsiat it
determines which experiences are salient and which not, thus shapiegst
partially, our subsequent choices in response to the pictureurtfudding
narrative (Hagberg, 2008, 221).

Here, Hagberg explicitly links narrative to behaviors and actio@air “life-
defining picture” informs who we are, what we say about ourselves haw weact
across social contexts. As Bax (2005) points out, these notions esenprin
Wittgenstein’sLecture on Religious Beli€l966). Wittgenstein argued that faith for the
religious believer was not something internal, but rather an aiggnprinciple; for

instance, a picture [e.g. of Judgment Day] functions as “guidamdad [the believer’s]



life” (Wittgenstein, 1966, 53), helping him self-assess, organizevimhaccording to
particular patterns, and treat others according to ethical stemdarhe identity of the
believer is characterized by the various thoughts and pictures dseimusdescribing
himself. Consequently, persons can construct new life-defining Bdiuae awaken sets
of personal and social relations and a fresh constellation of $elirdememories. This
new life-defining picture—in turn—will influence how they perceigad act in the
world, determining “...which experiences are salient and whichtimas, shaping, at least
partially, our subsequent choices in response to the picture, the ogfaeldrrative”

(Hagberg, 2008, 221).

Psychological Background

In the field of academic psychology, a philosophically-incline@dassher faces
the challenge of taking a philosophical claim and developing a méhdodcating that
claim in a living person or group. This is often easier said than done. Lumkityef the
philosophical claims discussed above are related to work that hasldie=im narrative
psychology, particularly in the Narrative Study of Lives. DamrAdams (1993)
conceptualizes identity as a life story—that is, an interrdilizarative integration of
past, present, and anticipated future. McAdams and Pals (2006) devaltpedevel
framework for conceptualizing personality in which narrativdésfourth level—and the
most likely of the five to undergo significant change through treecliurse. Unlike
Wittgenstein, however, McAdams and Pals (2006) are skeptical abowtetitee to
which a change in narrative can affect core levels of perspndiregg (2007) divides

personality into two categoriesore-level personalitywhich he defines as affective



states and tensions that characterize the genotypic levedparad personalitywhich is
an ongoing reconfiguration of core-level personality “in congceewith a set of cultural
prototypes and moral sentiments” (Gregg, 2007, 213). According to Gosgdity
“seeks to encompass and represent both of these senses of s#ifalves” (Gregg,
2007, 214) to oneself and others. Within this model, identity is an ihtpgra of
personality; changes to identity cause changes to personality sehse that one’s core-
level personality will be reconfigured into a new social personality.

According to Gregg (2007), the shape of an individual’'s social persgnratid
clues about his/her core-level personality, can be found througfulcarealyses of
his/her life story. A challenge for a narrative-oriented rebeayr of course, is to
determine how best to capture a subject’s life story. Rdsmarin the Study of Lives
have long debated the question of structure. Gail Hornstein (19%9sitisat “Every
biography has to find a form that naturally shapes itselféddm of its subject’s life”
(Hornstein in Franz & Stewart, 1994, 63). In his monogrdpfe Histories and
Psychobiographies Runyan (1984) locates ten “relevant issues” pertinent to the
structures of biographical narrativesonceptual framework, content selection, facts,
generalization, explanation, the causal structure of narrative, values and oljeaise
of the social sciencesnd historical influence He encourages psychological-oriented
biographers to consider these issues “in light of concerns sudknmgsoral order,
thematic organization, manageable length, and intelligibility orystor argument”
(Runyan, 1984, 77). Still, the researcher’s choices—what he/stoeddaiinclude or to

leave on the cutting room floor—“[are] as much a statement oémamte as anything



else” (Hornstein in Franz & Stewart, 1994, 53). This preferengpiear Hornstein,

should be guided by an ethical standard of truth:

To conjure up the subject and have her speak onto the page, the biogeaptoer
render her in a form the subject can recognize. She need not witinee
everything that is said—some of it will hurt her or make &egry—but she
ought not to feel exploited or abused. We need a loadstar in biography
something to substitute for an objective standard or trutll, aa ethical one
might serve as well as any (Hornstein in Franz & Stewart, 1994, 56).

With an “ethical” structure in place, how does a researcher eesufethical”
interpretation? ElIms (1994) cautions the eager psychobiographer frong h@®imuch
voyeuristic fun “rummaging through the intriguing intimacies omsgone’s life and
spreading them out for public consumption” (Elms, 1994, 225). He goes ontép wr
“Ethical psychobiography doesn’t just avoid the unethical; it addsour human
understanding of ourselves and other human beings” (EIms, 1994, 225).

Narrative researchers and psychobiographers must find an apgrapearetical
approach when it comes time to analyze data. According to Hor($8£4), an ethical
interpretation involves transparency in both self-reflexivity.(ergically asking oneself
what one does and doesn’'t want to find in a subject), and the natone’sftheoretical
approach. As Runyan (1984) demonstrateé/hy Did van Gogh Cut off His ear? The
Problem of Alternative Explanations in Psychobiogrgphgifferent theoretical
approaches yield dramatically different psychological portrait@ subject. Runyan
takes issue with the claim that “the interpretation of siglees is little more than an
arbitrary application of one’s theoretical preferences” (Runyan, 184,arguing that
the researcher should evaluate alternative explanatory conjelsjucetically evaluating

them against one another in terms of plausibility. Schultz (2005) simigar fashion,

10



develops eight markers for a good psychobiograptogency, narrative structure,
comprehensiveness, data convergence, sudden coherence, logical soundness, consistency,
and theoretical viability He warns against adopting “a posture of surrender” in which
“all interpretations are equal, their relative merits indistinguishgehultz, 2005, 8).

Analytically, | draw upon a phenomenological/existential intenpeeapproach.
In his famous (and only!) complete case studgfters From Jenny1965), Gordon
Allport characterized the existentialist-oriented researelBesne who tried to compose,
order, and extract the essence of a subject’s worldview innmenahat “would always
place central reliance on [the subject’s] story, and would seekxpl@anation for her
[his] life in this summary worldview” (Allport, 1965, 164). Both Allpahd Hornstein
insist, however, that thidoesn'tpreclude looking — to quote Allport — “into, around,
through, and between” data to construct a reliable worldview that comgin@ccounts
for an individual’s conduct. This involves alternating between wbhsaselson (2004)
refers to as a hermeneutics of faith and a hermeneutiespiceon. A hermeneutics of
faith reconstructs what a subject says about his/her life argbitrces of meaning. A
hermeneutics of suspicion, on the other hand, assumes that “surfaaeaapps mask
depth realities” (Josselson, 2004, 13). In my analytical chaptapt€r Five), | use a
hermeneutics of suspicion at moments when my participants’tivesaliverge from
what | observe to be true about their lives, or when | detect unspakenpgrhaps
unconscious) motivations that challenge their claims.

Because | am interested in ttedes that creative writing plays in the processes of
living, | approach my data with a functionalist tact. Here's/l8chultz (2005) frames

this approach, which he thinks is operational in all good psychobiography:

11



So, keep an eye out for function. Ask yourself, What does thst get out of
his art? What does it “do” for her? And when it stops doing for hint ivhaed
to, why? Is the art a form of escape (defensive), ot & way of working
through (restitutive)? (Schultz, 2005, 138).

As Elms and Heller (2005) demonstrate in their essay on Elgs&eRis hit song
“Are You Lonesome Tonight,” a functionalist reading can be aided Bynghronic
evaluation of a song/poem against what was happening in thésdifgsstivhen the text
was written. EIms and Heller show how live performances ofstheg reveal the
deepening personal crises that a once youthful and enthusiasticuBti@svent as he
aged. Word choice, intonation, slips of tongue serve as psychological claoehis
monograph,Uncovering Lives: The Uneasy Alliance of Biography and Psychology
(1994), EIms explores the functions of creative writing, locatiixgtygoes to help
researchers make sense of the role[s] creative writingsplia an artist’s life: defensive,
expressive, intellectual, interpersonal, passive-aggressive, and restitutive

A defensive typean provide a writer with the disguised satisfactions of powerful
unconscious urges and desires (e.g., hostile, sexual, etc.), wbiangllhim/her to
consciously deny that he/she wishes for their fulfilment. hfaeed with questions
about content, writers may appeal to fantasy, claiming thiat tiitthone of the material is
rooted in his/her psychosocial realitgn expressive typsonstitutes writing that conveys
personal identity to oneself and otheisn intellectual typepertains to artifacts that are
created for the sake of their creation, with few or no ultariotives. An interpersonal
type possesses some kind of social/relational objective—whethedtxededfellows,
make friendships, educe a client-patron commission, or to heal troublezhties. A
passive-aggressive type defined by a psychology of revenge. And finadlyestitutive
type resolves the inner crises of authors, enabling them to work thiusgthological

12



conflicts and emerge less conflicted persons. Although these aypasseful tools for

thinking about function, it is challenging to say where one begins and the other ends.

Methodological Framework

The Present Study

In Chapters Two, Three, and Four, | present the life storiesyothree poets,
with particular attention to the factors leading up to the emeegefctheir artistic
identities. Chapter Five offers analyses of their poetic wogksestions are asked of the
poetry itself:Are there structural, thematic, and tonal parallels between the life lzend t
work? Does the work help to shed light on the life, and/or the liffh@mwork? Can
writing be said to constitute a progressive project within the cordéxhe life? |
theorize about what writing does for each poet—that is, how it respondsd/or
influences the circumstances of his existence. Stein (1926), agairthe composition
as potentially inventing new “grammars” for being in one’s tiniere’s how the poet
and postmodern philosopher Joan Retallack defines “grammar:” “Grarfon&tein, is
the logic of composition with words. In her view, it is malleabldyject to reinvention,
and in that reinvention new ways of being in one’s time becomeb®ssi (Retallack,
2008, 58). Poetry then is not so much a mimetic representation ainselforld, but a
space within which self and world are at leastpotential reconfigured. Much like
Wittgenstein’s concept of language as a form of life, Steis an ardent believer in the
consequences of the linguistic form—mainly that language constitutey afvbeing in
the world. InHistory or Messages from Histo(¢930), she wrote that “...There are two

things that are interesting history and grammar” (Stein itallRRek, 2008, 262). Stein

13



believed that “history can be in strenuous competition with gram(Ratallack, 2008,
58). Thus, what is written, when, and by what means may reveal homitex
responded/responds to and potentially influences his/her socio-cuahistorical
circumstances.

Stein’s assertion that history and grammar were at timegmpetition is similar
to recent work done by Gregg (2007) on identity and narrative in Mdrita. Gregg
shows that no matter how uniquely subjects construct their personaiives, they are
constantly negotiating “master narratives” of identity shapgdctiturally-informed
gender roles, religious ideologies and practices, and sociodolditdh economic

structures.

Participants

My poets are Tony Towle, Charles North, and Paul Violi, all of wiamenNew
York City writers associated with the second generation of thealEmdcNew York
School of Poetry. All three poets are characterized by #e Xork School literary
critic David Lehman as being members of the second generatiba blietw York School
of poetry. | chose these specific poets for several reasorishd¥g access to them; (2)
they are a “cohort” and have been linked personally and aestheteg! writing with,
for, and about one another) since the mid-1960s; (3) they have substargizses of
work in print; and (4) all over sixty-five, they were ready antlivg to share their life
stories.

| came to know all three through my involvement in the New Yoty @oetry

world, first meeting them in spring 2003 at the Fish Bar in tlet ¥dlage of Manhattan.

14



The small, quasi-regular group of younger and older writes who'd gdtiee
occasionally included Tony, myself, Paul, Justin Jamail, Amber Haaeky Volner,
and—on one occasion—Charles North. In January 2003, | was invited tavitealbny
and Paul at the Bowery Poetry Club in Manhattan. Then in themant spring of 2005
| was the curator of a high-profile poetry reading serighe@tAccompanied Library of
the National Arts Club and invited all three to read. And finallgtdrviewed and wrote
a paper on Charles North for a Study of Lives seminar | took mytradvisor Suzanne
Ouellette. This paper addressed Charles’ vocational uneasehthhafigcal approach to
the study of lives advocated by Rosenwald (2003). Rosenwald drarestthefocal
approach as entering a life via “...an aspect of the individué#dhat appears puzzling
to common sense — paradoxical, exaggerated, irrational, inconsi®estnwald, 2003,
138). Despite having published several collections of poetry over 8% yd a
collection of essays, co-editing the antholog&#eadwayand Broadway Ilwith James
Schuyler, and working as poet in residence at Pace Universiamhattan, Charles has
a hard time referring to himself as a poet. | hypothesizddtizawas at least partially a
consequence of how a proper vocation (e.g., becoming a lawyer orciphysias
emphasized in Charles’ upwardly mobile Jewish household.

In accordance with my IRB proposal, | discussed the project allitthree and
offered to send copies of the interview transcripts and the dissertiself upon
completion. | asked my participants to sign two forms of consentf@wrmay records
and one for their own). | dichot assign pseudonyms or change geographical and
institutional details. Doing so would have been impossible givempubéc nature of

their work, which | draw from extensively.

15



The Interview Protocol

| interviewed Tony, Charles, and Paul three to five times eAckemi-structured
interview protocol was followed. Initially, 1 drew upon a scheduleetigped by
Sigmund Koch as part of a study of twelve well-known artists feaweral artistic
disciplines at the Aesthetics Research Center at Boston Utyvierghe late 1980s (a
group that included Edward Albee, Arthur Miller, Saul Bellow, Toni Mamn, and the
poet Richard Wilbur). The artists were asked to participateuntwo-hour interviews
organized around specific themes. A semi-structured interviewqmiotvas followed
during each. Koch spent the first session discussing factorseipad shape the artist’s
sensibilities; the second and third sessions were on the adiafts which included
discussing a major work in the presence of an expert; and the fodrfmal session was
dedicated to developing an historical perspective. In my prospaetubdRB application,
| envisioned three interviews (described below). However, due to rotiqeraf letting
the poets talk for relatively long periods of time, it some$inteok several meetings to
get through questions | had prepared for a single session.

First interview emergence of artistic identityThis interview took roughly three
hours and was dedicated to a discussion of the personal and social factors surrounding the
emergence of the poet’s artistic identity. After revisgvdemographic information and
family background, | asked each to talk about when he first stariédgypoems, and
about the personal and social events that were occurring aintigat t also inquired
about when each started thinking of himself as “a poet.” In theafadkthree, a rough

outline of the life began to emerge during this session. Sample questions included:
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-When did you first become aware of poetry as a genre?

-Do you remember the first poem you wrote? Can you describe it?

-Were your parents encouraging of your poetry?

-Were there people outside your family who encouraged you to write?

-Were there people inside or outside your family who discouraged you fromg®rit

-At what point did you begin introducing yourself to others as a poet?

-Do you think of yourself as a professional poet? When did you begin thinking this way?

Second and third interviewsife story inventory This inventory was initially

based on a version of the McAdams (1995) life story interviewglwban be found on
the Foley Center website run through Northwestern University. mvdeniory takes two
to three hours, and is divided into nine sectidife: chapters, critical events, life
challenge, influences on the life story (bad and good), stories and the difg st
alternative futures for the life story, personal ideology, life thesne other. Sample
guestions include:

-Looking back over the various chapters and scenes in youtdifg please describe the
single greatest challenge that you have faced in your life. e you faced, handled,
or dealt with this challenge? Have other people assisted you alinglewith this
challenge? How has this challenge had an impact on your life story?

- Looking back over your entire life story as a story with chapded scenes, extending
into the past as well as the imagined future, can you disceenteal theme, message, or
idea that runs throughout the story? What is the major theme ofifgstory? Please
explain.

Here, something unexpected happened. Tony, Charles, and Paul wesestht
to what they claimed was the reductive nature of the questionsy, fionnstance, said
that it was simply impossible to locate a single moment Wzt his nadir experience.
Paul felt similarly saying, “Things happen. Bad things. Good thagpen. So, | don't

know if there’s one period. There wasn’t one period where just badstiiappened.

You take it as it comes.” Thus, | modified the protocol by custimgiit in response to
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material that had come up during the first interview. This invohegditing questions

across the nine thematic categories advocated by McAdams (1995). Fgpteexam

-To Tony Could you tell me more about your decision to leave your secondimwife
1979? Was monogamy a challenge?

-To Charles You tend to avoid personal disclosures in your poems. Are you this way
among your friends and family as well?

Some questions from the original McAdams (1995) protocol wereneteir

original form. For example:

-To all three | would like you to think about your life as a story. All stortesve
characters, scenes, plots, and so forth. There are high pointsaapdints in the story,
good times and bad times, heroes and villains, and so on. A long stprgvera have
chapters. Think about your life story as having at least a fifereht chapters. What
might those chapters be?
The interview schedule

The interview schedules varied somewhat. This had to do with thih lehthe
meeting, the conversation style of the poet, and an array of tim&ramts. The
schedule | arranged with Tony involved five lengthy conversatioma flone 2008 to
May 2009. These conversations, the majority of which occurred over dindatessert,
lasted from two to four hours in length, and were generally loogkfraer-ranging than
my conversations with either Charles or Paul. Our first coatiers occurred in the
West Village in July 2008. There was a second conversation avémks later at a
restaurant in Manhattan that Tony likes. The three remaining sations (December
2008; February 2009; and May 2009) were conducted at a café around thidstottke

Tribeca loft he shares with his girlfriend of twelve yeai®he third, fourth, and fifth

conversations were digitally recorded and transcribed. Théviosivere not recorded. |
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took hand-written notes because Tony was initially skittish aboutgbescorded. |
waited until the third interview to record, at which point he wasifortable with the
idea.

| interviewed Charles a total of four times. Our conversations wenducted in
his living room between the hours of 3 PM and 6 PM over the 2008-2009vacagr,
excluding an earlier interview for an article |1 co-wrote be poet James Schuyler in
2004. The 2004 interview was recorded and transcribed and has beeednas a link
on the University of Buffalo’'s EPC website, which maintains gepan Charles and his
work. An interview in spring 2009 was also recorded and transcribed. tWwine
remaining interviews [spring 2008 and fall 2009] were not recorded.kIrtand-written
notes for the same reason cited for Tony. More than Tony and@®erles was worried
about being quoted out of context and asked to see his biographical pH#ileent back
a lengthy email with helpful explanations and qualifications.

The schedule | arranged with Paul involved three conversationasted from
two to four hours in length. The first occurred in January 2008;dbensl in March
2009; and the third in June 2009. All three were conducted at my apartment on the Upper
West Side of Manhattan—during the early evening hours to coincideRaitlis hour
long drive home to Putnam Valley after teaching classes at The Newl &aldéar NYU.
The second and third interviews were digitally recorded and tibedcr The first

interview was not recorded.

Other Sources of Knowledge
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Other sources of knowledge were drawn upon. Although no major biographical
work to date has been written on Tony, Charles, or Paul, reviewheaf work,
interviews, and critical treatments of the New York Schoolaaaglable. All three gave
me their curriculum vitae, which helped when it came to datet iastitutional
affiliations. Paul and Tony also presented me with detailet$ lef readings.
Additionally, Tony published a 100-page memoir of his life from 1960-1963, hwhic
cover the years he moved to New York City and began writing p@etdyalso provided
me with the DVD of a four-hour interview he and the poet BillkBen did with the
scholar Michael Davis on the topic of Frank O’Hara.

Having known Tony, Charles, and Paul each for about five years before
embarking on this project—and, in that time, befriending a number of aaeiad New
York who have known them since the 60s—I found that | possessed acsigng&gmount
of information about their lives. | kept a file in which | wrote dotvese memories as
they came. But this material presented me with an ettiahma. | found out things
that were revealed by mutual friends, and on occasion, by one anothad. to
complicate matters further, some of the things | learned sigmificant light on what |
observed and heard during the interviews. However, following Josse(d®96) work
on ethics and process in narrative research, | had an obligatioou® my attention on
what each of my subjects chose to share with me. Although | didefrain from
theorizing about their lives, | was careful to avoid including inftram that they did not
intend for me to hear, or to use. Sadly, much of this information wuaNe added

significant depth to my analyses.
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Lastly, | procured each poet’'s entire corpus of work, which, intiatdio poetry
collections, includes prose publications, chapbooks, poetry pamphlets, art books,
collaborations, broadsides, essays, published letters, and — in the@fcasay and
Charles — a volume of selected poems. Through the course of thaeinte | asked
guestions about the work each was writing during the years beingssesl. Each
subsection of each biographical portrait begins with verse that wdsnwduring that
time in the poet’s life. In the case of autobiographical comteatpoem, | inquired as to
whether the material described was accurate enough for aite &@s biographical fact in
my profile. This turned out to be a prudent decision because mare @anecdotes
turned out to be either apocryphal, or else exaggerated to achiexgs\derary effects.
As Tony put it bluntly when we sat down to discuss his life inl$&0s: “If you take my
work from 70 to 79 | don’t know what a psychologist would make of it witiheaiing a

mishmash of the poems and spoiling the literary effect.”

Biographical Profiles

| organized my data into three lengthy biographical profilesaccordance with
Hornstein’s (1994) insistence that “Every biography has to find a thath naturally
shapes itself to the form of its subject’s life” (HornsteirFranz & Stewart, 1994, 63), |
tried to capture the narrative style of my participants. @bkafbr instance, narrated his
story more or less chronologically, whereas Tony moved back arddorbss time to
contextualize particular pieces of information. There wegmifsitant differences
between the three when it came to tone. Paul used a greatfdaahor, frequently

coloring stories with laughter, absurdist jokes, and humorous asibesy tended to
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employ sarcasm and irony, which sometimes made it chaligrigiknow how he really
felt about aspects of his life. Charles, on the other hand, vas serious and
circumspect than his friends, reviewing the events of his life eandor, though with a
degree of analytical detachment that distinguished him fromibrgdg. There were also
differences when it came to questions tlikgn't feel comfortable answering. Tony
generally left no stone unturned, opening up at great length abowdgnetsr and self-
perceived mistakes, struggles and personal shortcomings. Thehmgyhe eschewed
discussing was the art he has had to sell over the yearake emds meet. Charles
refrained from saying much about girlfriends he had before meatidgmarrying his
wife, or his struggles with depression. Paul shied away fromusisty specific
challenges he’s had in his life, preferring to elaborate upométbod for dealing with
them. A structurally uniform presentation of their life stomesuld have lost many of
these differences. So, as much as possible, | tried to populapeofiigs with direct
guotations taken directly from poems, published work, and the interviewcrifgss
This reliance on primary documents is a technique used with gueaess in several
biographies | read during the spring of 2009, including, though not tinideRay
Monk’s biography of Wittgenstein (1991), David Macey’s biography athél Foucault
(1995), and Gail Hornstein’s biography of Frieda Fromm-Reichmann (2005).
Because my analyses hinged upon being able to move across thertiies

fluidly, |1 needed to organize the data in a way that would peflmd Mmultiple case
analyses. After completing the interviews and typing up thesdrgts, | devised a
tripartite rubric that helped me structure data. This rubrawaitl me to read across the

profiles without losing the key differences that existed betwkem tespective shapes.
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Rosenwald (1988) developed a theory of multiple-case research ih Wwhimakes an
argument for “conversations” between individual cases captured throughsive
exploratory interviews. This, he argues, allows “shared resiib be reconstructed out
of individuals’ perspectival images” (Rosenwald, 1988, 239).

| decided to begin each profile with a section that introduced thegmoktis
work. The second section briefly recounts my personal history aah. eAccording to
Hornstein (1994), ethical interpretation should always involve seHxigfty (e.g.
critically asking oneself what one does and doesn’t want to findsubpect). The third
section consists of the life history, rendered in forms that TGhgyrles, and Paul will
hopfully recognize as their own. As Hornstein (1994) makes dlearever, “She [the
subject] need not agree with everything that is said—some daf hwt her or make her
angry—but she ought not to feel exploited or abused” (Hornstein in Rx&ptewart,
1994, 56). Here’s a quick review of the rubric:
[1] Introduction a brief physical description; a brief anecdote to capture the poet’s
character; a brief description of the work.
[2] My personal history with the poet and his wodeveral pages dedicated to self-

reflexivity in which | review how | came to know each poet and mowlkdge of his
written work.

[3] Life history in brief a review of each poet’'s life story divided into subsections
determined by the shape in which they told the story. The subsections appear as follows:

Tony Towle

Early life

New York City

The New York School
The seventies

The last decade

Charles North
Early life
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The breakthrough year
Association with James Schuyler
First book

Fatherhood

Literary recognition

Regrets and ongoing struggles
The future

Paul Violi

Early life

College, peace corps, and journey east
Return to the United States
Marriage and New York City
Fatherhood and life upriver
Poetic turning point

Affiliation with Kenneth Koch
Regrets and ongoing struggles
The future

Analyses

My analyses, which constitute the fifth and final chapter of thgediation, center
around three research questions:IfiLjvhat ways do Tony, Charles, and Paul construct
their lives on the narrative level, particularly the personal and samiahts surrounding
the emergence of their identities as “poetsf2) Generally speaking, what can be said
about the “grammar” of their poetic corpuses®nd finally, (3) How has being a poet —
including the activity of writing poetry — influenced each?

My analyses are informed by Larkin et al’s (2008nhterpretive
Phenomenological Analysi@PA), which revolves around thexistential claimsand
objects of concergonstructed by a subject. | actively draw upon Larkin et al.’s (2006)
two commitments: (1) a phenomenological commitment to give voideetalaims and

concerns of the subject; and (2) an interpretive commitment to ¢oakiee and make

sense of claims and concerns from a psychological perspectitirmatdly, my goal was
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to gauge how much of a progressive force poetry constituted inlisaclAs the Italian
writer Italo Calvino put it, literature locates “a realitylefels,” and by doing so creates
another. | wanted to know what this other layer looked like, and tdagegenethod to

make sense of it psychologically.
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CHAPTER TWO:Tony Towle

At a certain point my imagination began to stir, like boats,
sitting on a still horizon, moved by a gathering breeze,
torn apart in a tempest,
and by the nerves in the following calm.

— from “Autobiography” (1970-73)

no event in your life is of the slightest importance,
but there is nothing you cannot use;
the unceasing events of your boring life
occur only for the success of a particular poem
awaiting your efforts on a horizon.

—from “Nearing Christmas” (1971)

Introduction

My first conversation with Tony took place on a hot afternoon in aily 2008.
Given the choices of his apartment in Tribeca, my apartmenhdaipbint in the East
Village), an interview room at the CUNY Graduate Center, ‘oreatral location,” Tony
chose a café in Greenwich Village where he, Charles North, arldviRdi sometimes
meet because “it's rarely crowded in the afternoon and you atestied out.” He was
about twenty minutes late, and | began worrying that | had the wiroeg, but then
looked across Seventh Avenue and saw him approaching cautiously witte dneld
close to his side as he walked. He has had to use a cane since 1997, as a result of slipping
on a patch of ice in front of his building on Warren Street in 1991dditian to a
neurological condition called cerebella degeneration. It is rgugimalogous to
Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), or “Lou Gehrig's Disgabet has a more gradual
progression. Tony saw me and flashed a bemused grin, picking up ais jbéic His

beard was well trimmed and his gray hair parted neatlydositle. His glasses hung
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from a chain around his neck, and he wore a button-down Oxford and a pebrrof
jeans and gray athletic shoes. We sat down and ordered food. Hedoctiezken
fingers and | had coffee.

Despite saying he was tired addin’'t have much energy, he began talking and
continued for the better part of three hours. The first thing he ¢basg¢k about was
“Frank” — that is, Frank O’Hara. In fact, O’'Hara (who died in 1966¢n comes up
when Tony tells stories about his past. O’Hara supported Tomgi& from the
beginning in 1963, and Tony’s first book-length collectibiorth (1970), was published
by Columbia University Press in the Frank O’Hara Award seriagthermore, the older
poet is mentioned or makes a “cameo” in a number of Tony's poemsA@ddenda,
Nearing Christmas, Recapitulation, Sunrise: Ode To Frank O’'Haral Thoughts at
Frank O’Hara’s City Poet Party, 6/9/93 In fact, | encountered mention of him at the
first of Tony’s readings | ever attended, at the Zinc Bavianhattan in fall 2003. He
read Digression, 5/10/03written in response to reflections on the works and days of
O’Hara by Frank’s roommate, Joe LeSueur, and published earligrethwat LeSueur had
died in the meantime. The centerpiece of the poem relates atotndtat Joe told Tony

many years before but that was not included in the book:

...And you left out

a great story that you told me back in '64

which you said Frank didn't like to talk about

of how at the Living Theatre reading five years before,
which wasn't the Leroi Jones benefit by the way —

that was in '63 and | was there — because Leroi

was one of the readers in this one, with Allen

and Ray Bremser; there is a famous Voice photo

of the three of them watching Frank read that Larry used
in a lithograph, incorporating Frank’s “To a Young Poet”
about John Weiners — so Frank was reading that poem
and others and Kerouac was in the audience,

drunk, and yelling: “Get off the stage, O’Hara, you faggot,
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| want to read some haiku!” and after a few minutes of this
Frank actually started to leave but the audience

said: “No, don’t go, don't listen to him”

and so forth but Kerouac wouldn't stop and finally

Frank, walking off, said, “No, that’s all right, let him read,
my silence is more interesting than his bullshit”

though delivered, as you told me, with tears in his eyes.

Tony tells me about a “public dispute” he is having on a poetry ey the
well-known O’Hara poem, “A True Account of Talking to the Sun ae Hsland.”
Someone in the poetry blogosphere was proposing that the actual autt®poém was
the late Kenneth Koch. Tony rehashes the details of theejetvat how he had been up
late the night before thinking about what to write to end the matter decided to call
Frank’s sister, Maureen, for some pertinent information about wbk what out of
Frank’s loft after he died, and when. It turned out that she wag goicallhim — she
knew about the controversy and had a copy of a letter (which skd taxTony right
after they spoke) her brother had sent to Hal Fondren — in whose twousee Island
the poem was written — on July12958, a week after he had written two poems, “Ode
en Salut aux Poétes Negres Francaises” (Ode: Salute to tiah Rtegro Poets) and “A
True Account of Talking to the Sun at Fire Island,” and included cabidse poems for
Hal. Tony forwarded me the letter he sent to end the debate, wtmgtudes: “This
closes the book on the authorship of “A True Account...” as far asdimeerned, and |

don’t intend to say anything further about it. Frank gets himesdinary poem back and

Kenneth [Koch] was not demented after all.”

My Personal History with Tony and his Poetry
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| first met Tony Towle the spring of 2003 at the Fish Bathe East Village,
Manhattan. For a while we were part of a small, quasi-reguaup of younger and
older writers who gathered occasionally that included Tony, myRall Violi, Justin
Jamail, Amber Reed, and Davey Volner. | was told early onTtbay was once the
friend and protégé of the first-generation New York School poetkF@iHara. | was
also told that he was handsome when younger, something of a lady'sanghad once
been a heavy drinker. He continued to drink, but moderately, rarelyeif exceeding
two drinks. My first impression was of an opinionated mahisnmid-to-upper sixties
who walked with a cane and enjoyed witty, somewhat sardonic cotigars&lightly
over six feet, he carried himself with a combination of vigor aadility. He was
verbally sharp, but required extra time making his way to angHysically and had a
slight tremor in the hands. It would later be revealed to ntertladdition to the residue
of a broken leg, he has been diagnosed with a neurological disorder ttas dbmk
could be one of two conditions, which are both slow moving, but progressive.

Knowing virtually nothing about the “second generation” of the so-calle¢ N
York School of poets (which, in addition to Tony’s cohort of Paul and Ghasleisually
thought of as including Bill Berkson, David Shapiro, Ted Berrigan, andHRaigett), |
went to the Saint Mark’s Bookshop soon after and flipped through his tlcentre
chapboolNine Immaterial Nocturne@003). | was immediately struck by the imagery —
such as the final lines of "Ethos”: . far that's what happens to an ethos: it dapples the
landscape / like invisible confetti from a distant century, / fallimpbserved as one

rakes the leaves, / gathers the kindling.
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| got to know Tony better in January 2004 when my poet friend JustiailJamal
| participated in a reading with Tony and Paul Violi at the BowPoetry Club in
Manhattan. Then in February 2005 | asked him to read alongside Bilipn<for the
final reading in a poetry series | organized for the Accompaduiaary at the National
Arts Club in Manhattan. It was a thrill to stand before aditay-room-only audience
and introduce him and his work. (Regrettably, my introduction was haktherefore
cannot be quoted from for the purposes of background.) | maintained octasitaat
with Tony over the next four years — mostly through poetry readiegnail exchanges,
and from time to time for dinner.

Tony was initially wary about this dissertation being writtend explained that
the psychological treatments of poets he’'d read tended to “rantexchfe to explain the
poems, whereas poetry, for him, was, if ootsideof life exactly, not autobiographical,
per se. He didn’'t decide to write poetry, he was impelled tot Géiag said, he seemed
intrigued by the idea of a dissertation being written on his cohbithvhe feels has been
routinely ignored by the poetry establishment. Although he never oatend said he
was pleased | was writing the dissertation, and did sayhihavas happy a younger

person was interested in what he had to say.

Brief Life History

Early Life

*

The gulls glide, in 1939, into the bonus of another country,

the balloons and machinery of all the Europes and Americas,

a hundred million thoughts at rest in the river,

stirring, as | begin to think about myself,

and in the history of my ears making a beginning of the frontier.
—from “Sunrise: Ode To Frank O’'H&ard1966-67)
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Tony Towle was born into a middle-class family in 1939 at Lenox Hill Hospital in
Manhattan. The Towles lived in Inwood before moving to Rego Park, Qwdears he
was two, so his father, who did (non-aviation) interior design worlfoerican Airlines
could be close to the airport that would be named LaGuardia. liVledyon the top floor
of a six-story brick building off the ten-lane thoroughfare of @se®oulevard, looking
west toward Manhattan. There were twelve such buildings, quitenhthe time, on each
of two blocks. By the time the Towle family moved into Apartment&D54-39 08
Street, in 1941, the area was a growing white, middle-clastbwigood, and became
predominantly Jewish after the war. Their apartment buildingtheatast before several
block-long excavations stretching west that were put on hold during thandawhich
provided the neighborhood children a jungle of trees — mostly sumacpend $ong
afternoons playing in. It did not resume development until a couplean$ after World
War Il. Here’s how Rego Park is described by Tony in the long p@artobiography,”

from 1971:

Next door, back in Rego Park at the end of the Forties,
“Walden Terrace” arose, its eight stories of cement

making obsolete our previously majestic six of brick,

and was the home of Sid Caesar for a while

who was good for a dollar tip on a drugstore delivery.

People came from nowhere after the war,

like going nowhere after it.

We played in the postwar expansion as the buildings went up,
then faced with a vanishing frontier our families pushed on ...

Tony characterizes his childhood—at least up to the age of nine—as
“imaginative” and “escapist.” He recalls that the apanimbuildings on Queens
Boulevard were connected by a series of hallways that keltdi subterranean maze,

which, he surmises, impelled him to write the line “Also tunnetsexisting beneath the
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floors” in the poem “A Note To Charles North,” written in 1973. Hisildhood
memories reflect an awareness that “the city” was ovearetheQuoting again from
“Autobiography,”

....on July 15, 1960, | began writing poems,

which oddly enough has made me feel gradually more comfortable,
at least an improvement over when | was nine, in Rego Park,
slowly ripening beside the great asphalt ladle of Queens Boulevard
which led a broad trail of starry lights

to the distant elegance of a visible Manhattan ...

Although he has a vague recollection that he could see the Mankkyiane in
the distance from his bedroom window, his father, who was an artig¢lags interior
designer, had paintings of the stylized buildings as seen from shehaaging in the
apartment — along with framed Museum of Modern Art reproductions atisbé’s
Fauve-period sailor and an O’Keeffe barn, as well as antique Ciptatss. Other early
memories include: wearing a pair of striped overalls thaewidiculed by another child
in the playground, drawing in crayon the faces of Mussolini and Hither Tojo on
wooden blocks, a Victory Garden plot his mother kept during the war infadhe block-
long vacant lots. Tony also remembers the traffic he could fiear his room
(punctuated by periodic silences provided by red lights). He thivdtsittwas for this
reason that his first visit to the country, at the age of fivas Wightening. The
“deafening silence” and “dark tree shapes” were scary, asheagalization that anyone
could just come through the window at anytime. His bedroom in Quaftesall, was a
good 50 feet off the ground.

Tony's father, Erwin Weible Towle, was born in 1905 and came fromuési-
prominent family” in Omaha. His Uncle Roy was elected mégyoa term in the ‘30s,
and had also been police chief. The black sheep of the family, Eetvatled against
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Midwestern, Protestant values, and moved east to New York City ysung man.
Though his education was “spotty,” he had artistic talent and fogudareemployment
as an interior designer. On the one hand, Tony characterizeghas éa “funny and
disarmingly charming.” However, he was ambivalent about havingnaly, and
behaved in ways that were “thoughtless” and “absentee.” But Taujts Erwin for
inculcating in him a sense of aesthetics and recalls the wblogproductions of
O’Keeffe, Matisse, and Picasso hung on the walls of their apattnmeaddition to a
bronze Buddha, an antique Korean chest, a Persian rug, and expensiveaddapeias
that decorated the place. He also recalls a collection odicdhs/8s that included
Tchaikovsky, Gershwin, Katchaturian, and Stravinsky — and the ssarofehe cover
of the latter’'sFirebird seen at the age of four or five, and remembers the musicrgs sca
as well.

Tony’'s mother, Mary Rigg, was born in 1913 in Decatur, lllinois. Haemal
grandfather was an insurance salesman. His mother died of cancer in 1965, ahérhis fa
23 years later, in 1988 — at that point living in government-assistedngoors Miami
Beach. | asked how it was to lose his father and Tony explaaged), that they were
never particularly close and that that he didn’t travel to Flaondattend the funeralHe
was closer to his mother than his father, and had a close relgtidadhs sister, Terry,
who was born in 1947 and died in 1987, of cancer, at 40. The two youngersséing
very much younger: Tom (born in 1954) and Peg (born in 1956).

Tony’s feelings for women were always strong. He recalrobust desire for
girls while in 8" grade at the all-boys YMCA’s McBurney School on“63treet in

Manhattan. InMemoir, he writes, “It was my one year in private school and | load t
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commute on the subway from Rego Park. It was a boy’s school ndlyas socially
backward a 12-year-old as | was, | found that | greatly migseg@resence of girls in the
classroom.” When his family moved to Dobbs Ferry in Westchéstefollowing year,
he attended the public (co-ed) high school, but didn’'t have a girlfriendl hiat
sophomore year — Roslyn — to whom he lost his virginity. Although time& “going
steady” was brief, she gave him an atlas as a gift, whidraHasting effect, piquing an
interest in the Foreign Service. Tony studied the maps for lwwuend, in addition to
reading what he could about history, especially military histdmyis provided an escape
from a present he characterized as largely “depressifigngé same was true for the
literature he read. And he enjoyed escaping into the world of Shede, especially
Julius CaesalandThe Merchant of Venicalthough had no interest in trying to write his
own verse until later. “It simply never occurred to me,” Taays...“...it would not
have been considered a ‘normal’ thing for teenage boys to do.” dlamgs to have
always had a capacity for historical memory, and when he wasnmameorized the
Presidents of the United States in order, and then moved on to methermmenarchs of
England. A punctilious knowledge of historical dates (both persamélgéobal) is
something that makes much of his poetry.

Tony had broken up with Roslyn (the geographical distance was too much t
overcome) and, when he was a senior, started dating a junior namechM@uring a
senior class trip to Bear Mountain, a state park on the Hudson Riggiyentured off by
themselves into the woods. Monica soon found out that she was preghant was
inopportune because Tony had just been accepted by Georgetown Unwé&sitgol of

Foreign Service. A year younger than Tony, Monica dropped ouhobkand followed
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the young man whose baby she was carrying. Frightened, thededido keep the
pregnancy a secret. Not surprisingly, the pressures of supporpiregaant girlfriend
necessitated that Tony drop out of Georgetown and find a job halhkaygh his first
semester. He didn’t have much luck and write$/gmoir about a job he had selling
encyclopedias in a suburban neighborhood outside D.C. in December 1957 thiat,left
“steeped in despair and self-pitying ruminations, not having comecby®nto making a
sale.”

Monica gave birth at Georgetown Hospital to a girl they named Melss, but
there were complications. She developed hydrocephalus, or evatie brain, a few
days after they brought her home from the hospital. This conditien'easily treated
in the late fifties. Furthermore, Tony, not yet eighteen, waable to legally sign the
birth certificate. Worried that the baby would require an dmrahe sent a panicked
telegram to his mother and father, then living in Rye, New Yorlksodin became clear
that the child would need special care so Tony did some researdbcatetl a “D.C.
home” and arranged for Melissa Ann to be taken away permaneintlgrder to make
this happen, though, he first needed to explain his financial situatianCistrict of
Columbia judge. Making between $35 and $60 per month (having found a job at a
furniture store), he worked out a deal to pay $15 each month towardréhefahe child.
Looking back, he characterizes this as an instance in which habkaso assert some
control over a situation via verbal acuity. He never saw Melissa Ann again.

Months later, Monica found out that she was again pregnant. Theyalkeady
married at this point, having — after an extensive searchateld@ Presbyterian minister

in the District who was willing to marry them while Monicasmaarrying Melissa Ann.
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Tony explains that “...it took several agonizing months to find a neinisho would
even perform the ceremony, since we were underage, and parentaispen was out of
the question since we had decided not to tell them why we eloped amgsreasonable
person couldn’'t have given it a good guess.” Their second baby, aabwdrMalcolm
Scott, was born on April 6, 1959, the night of the Academy Awards. Tine didn’t
bring much joy. Tony’s spirits continued to deteriorate and herexped several
episodes of suicidal ideation. At one of his many jobs during 1958, hpuincitsed a
.22 pistol from a co-worker; it came with five bullets. His rationale wagléms, but, not
surprisingly, Monica was upset by the purchase. He’'d load thewgdirplace it in the
dresser drawer and then Monica would find it and take the bullets qutheBspring of
1960, things were unbearable. He recalls a terrible argumengduhich he took out
the gun, which, luckily, happened to be unloaded, pressed it to his tentpgueezed
the trigger six times in front of a horrified Monica. He then tossed the gun on the bed and
went out for a walk.

In May 1960 he strolled into a “beat” coffee house, a type thatskeded
becoming fashionable everywhere. Though he knew about the beat mkekedauac
and Allen Ginsberg, he was far from being a beatnik himself andtdeii’'the least bit
hip (after all, he had an office job at a furniture store).ll, Swo important things
happened at the café: first, he wrote some lines that could be cedskide first poem;
and second, he began to seriously consider leaving his domestiosidand that if he

didn’t, “something bad was going to happen.” Here’s how he describegl@moir.

I had begun, surreptitiously, writing poems in 1960, in Washington, in reaction to
and escape from a two-and-a-half-year-long teenage mathagdad become
unendurable. Sometime that May, | found myself sitting alone Beat-style
coffee house, writing down a few lines | felt were a poemth\Wat experience
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working on me below the surface, in mid-July, on what seemed ainthean
impulse from nowhere, | called in sick to my job of two yeais fatrniture store,
walked over to a park on Wisconsin Avenue near our apartment, ate myo
second and third poems. This was exhilarating and at the saednttantly
made my current life seem even more unbearable. That evehamd et one
more horrible argument with my wife, Monica, and a day or twer lnmoved
out and got a room by myself, leaving her with Scott, our infant $deft the
job, too, a week or so later, and by mid-August, with a scant flotgrs to my
name, | was on the train to New York. | would stay at my paréotsse in Rye,
their final move in Westchester, until | reestablished niysemehow. | was
impelled to leave the situation | was in. Suicide haérofitruck me as one
alternative, poetry had unexpectedly provided another.

Tony represents the emergence of his early poetic identity in moapmoeic and

ironic, terms in “Autobiography”:

For ten years | have courted the muse,

through memories and despair, poverty,

the specters of urban development,

and the blood of an unbelievable impatience.

At a certain point my imagination began to stir, like boats,
sitting on a still horizon, moved by a gathering breeze,
torn apart in a tempest,

and by the nerves in the following calm.

At first | boiled the language, like an egg,

the spirit broken at the insufferable hands of sociology,
until at last the ground trembled and broke, like an egg,

and | could imagine filling some small need of literature’s
as well as finally, and in a modest way, my own...

With poetry came a new friend, a young woman by the name of Carol. During his
time at the furniture store, Tony met a British girl namedhRaho had an older brother
who was prematurely gray and who was having an affair with Ganalm Tony himself
would soon have a four-week romance with. He describes her agdaim-sized
brunette with large brown eyes. She was a year younger ¥has, bnd, though she was
also from an un-exotic part of Westchester (White Plains)sshek me as extremely

cool. She used the Frentih piges?” — presumably the equivalent 6¢you dig?” She
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had smoked marijuana, which she referred to as “boo.”™ Despite tedfnagd of drugs,”
Carol thought Tony was cool, partly — he imagines — because he walkdléround with
a pipe in his belt “like a pistol.” She also dug that he wroterp@etd gave him a copy
of Lawrence Ferlinghetti'€oney Island of the Mindvhich was the first contemporary
collection Tony ever read. Poetry was no longer the province of déaarslike Virgil,
Shakespeare, and Keats, but a form that was open to the people asdaddhe living.
Carol also told him about some New York City painters, the Abs&Expressionists, and
boasted that she “hung out” with William de Kooning at a popular paanigpoet’s bar
downtown called the Cedar.

Tony began daydreaming about an entirely different kind of [i@arol
engendered in me vague dreams of being with her as a poetwinYhikk, meeting
painters, hanging out in bars, and doing interesting and artistic .thiRgdlecting upon
his decision to leave Washington D.C., Tony explained to me that, Sltpeehaps both
the most precipitate and necessary decision of my life, as well as shddéansible from

a conventional point of view.”

New York City
Poem

Awake, | move in a doubtful margin.
New York is a cloud. | awaken

and pictures move on the wall.
There is nothing to say;

| am alone with the changing weather
and | made sure | was going to be here.
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In Rye, it wasn’t long before Tony felt stifled by his pareansd their expectation
that he find a regular 9 to 5 job. Overall, his family felt amleiwaat best about his
sudden interest in writing poems and “becoming” a poetM&moir, he tells a story
about showing some work to his paternal grandmother, who was close to @8iang
from Omaha: “I brought her a half a dozen or so and sat there stelread them. After
a few minutes, she remarked matter-of-factly, more to hetsaifto me: ‘I just don't see
how you're part of us. | just don’t see where you come fromhad nothing to say in
response. |didn’t know either.”

On the first morning of his job search, Tony took a train to Grandr&esnd
walked halfway up the stairs of an employment agency 8hSteeet, but was hit by the
realization that he didn’t want a job, at least none that the ageaxyikely to offer, so
bolted down the stairs and started walking south until he reached Washbguare
Park. Although he didn’'t know Greenwich Village well, he “knew it Weesplace to be”
and walked around until he found a café, which he began visiting regudaligd the
Figaro. Similar to the sense of alienation he experienced &etiaik café in D.C., he
assumed that “...those who were really ‘with it’ at the Figaronktieat | was not one of
their number. | didn’t project the appropriate attitude, for one thirkptty years later,

in poem called “In The Coffee House,” Tony remembers his early days there:

| should have brought

something to read

because | have nothing to do now

but write, the way | used to

forty years ago, in the Figaro

in the Village

at Bleecker and MacDougal, exhilarated
by loneliness, poverty, and paralyzing
indecision, resolutely ignoring the fact
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that everyone cool in there

knew that | wasn't—

lost to what was happening

behind the overpriced coffee, 35 cents
for the fuel

to infiltrate oblivion;

and | waited for a girlfriend

and composed jejune little ironies

that | hoped would pass for poems
and | had all the time in the world.

It wasn't long before he decided to find the Cedar Bar, half-lgogirfind Carol
there (she had moved to NYC with no forwarding address). But thstea dynamic
gathering of Abstract Expressionist painters and their pa@ids sipping martinis, he
stepped into a small, dingy bar with several shady-looking mkimdain hushed tones;
and he left immediately. “The Cedar,” he remembers, “was niolviimg watering hole;
you had to work your way into it, and | didn’t begdirat process until at least a year or so
later. As for famous artists, if de Kooning himself had beeimgithere, | wouldn’'t have
recognized him; | didn’t even know what lpgintingslooked like.”

Gradually, some semblance of a professional and social life begangeal. He
found a temp job working &the Herald Tribunen West 4% Street and then a position
working as a distributor at the Franklin Department Store locat@é"sStreet and Sixth
Avenue, evertloserto The Village. He enjoyed the fact that it paid $80 a weektizatd
wearing a suit and tie was required, which he preferred “@soitided a veneer of
respectability for my general insecurity.” He also nved new friends while hanging
around The Village. They owned motorcycles and hung around Washington Badare
and “had an alienated drop-out attitude” that involved smoking pot, takingadrate

and peyote and “a bewildering variety of uppers and downers.” Thoughabsitained
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from drugs (on account of beiradraid of them), he happily accepted an offer to move in
with them on Nelson Avenue in the Bronx. Although it felt liberatmdpe away from
his parents, the bachelor conditions on Nelson Avenue were by no imdeahs He
remembers the place as being marked bgfachelor accommodations: not much
furniture and no attempt at any sort of housekeeping. The dishesv@arevashed.”
He wrote little poetry while living there, and recalls workiog one or two pieces
incessantly, but with unsatisfactory results.

However, he began to read more and more contemporary poetry, statting
T.S. Eliot'sThe Wasteland and Other Poemiglore than Ferlinghetti€oney Island of
the Mind Eliot’s lines (especially fronAsh Wednesdaystuck with Tony, and he was
intrigued by the notion that poetry could be personal and lyricalppssed to being epic
and overblown. Through a woman he was courting, to an unsatisfactory ewnal héso
introduced to a number of classics, includigtrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Pride
and Prejudice, Madame Bovargnd The Red and the BlackOn several occasions in
Memoir, Tony underscores that he came at great literature “fréinfiedd” — without
having studied it “in an academic setting.” “It was the ntstiplinedreading | have
ever done,” Tony recalls, “and it worked. Flaubert, Joyce, StendhdlJane Austen
were able to keep me from self-pity and claustrophobia.”

After moving apartments and being laid off from the Franklin Depamt Store,
Tony found a new job working in the NYU library stacks as a “runnemhich he
describes as “demeaning,” but circumstances necessitated trerhaie until he could
save some cash. He characterizes the period as “nightmdresivas working a grunt

job, had no woman in his life, wasn't eating regularly or partibplawrell, and was
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drinking too much coffee and smoking too many cigarettes—and siiffer@ugh a case
of anxiety-induced insomnia that culminated in debilitating floystoms that lingered
for a number of weeks and further intensified his melancholia.

As it had in the past, and would again, literature provided a diversAs an
employee of NYU, Tony was allowed two free courses per stame He decided upon
an English composition class and a survey of medieval and remaesSeench literature.
In the French literature class, he was taken with the fighi@ément Marot, who was
able to successfully get out of jail on two occasions by writing poems to Francis |.
It was also around this time (late January or early Febd@6¢) that Tony came across
Donald M. Allen’s classidNew American Poetry, 1945-196QAllen aimed to present
readers to a “third generation” of living American modernists goahd made the
decision to include relatively unknown poets published only in the litdgazines of the
late-fifties. Poets represented in the volume included HelemAdehn Ashbery, Ray
Bremser, Robert Creeley, Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, Kennath, koank O’Hara,
Denise Levertov, James Schuyler, and Gary Snyder—to name a few.

Of all the poets included in the massive 400-page anthology, fdang himself
most drawn to the “New York” poets, explaining that “The “New Yopdets (James
Schuyler, Kenneth Koch, Frank O’Hara, and John Ashbery, in parlicagaause they,
he explains, “represented’ New York, but partly too because | founavtik a little
more enigmatic and harder to get a hold of. | found this inspiritigerahan
discouraging. | wanted to create things that were equallyvelland wonderful.”
Excited by what he read in the anthology, Tony shared some of his pagman NYU

student named Barbara who was in one of the classes and with wheas Hariefly
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involved romantically. Barbara encouraged him to read the poeWwatihce Stevens,
Ezra Pound, and William Carlos Williams, which provided some contexthe early-
twentieth-century modernist groundwork beneath the post-war poets irAlkbe
anthology. After a brief affair, Barbara moved to Paris to statdthe Sorbonne, and
Tony found some roommates and a place to live downtown on Ea8tréet between
Avenues B and C, which, although hardly the gentrified neighborhood it is today,
close to NYU and The Village. In June of that year he notare advertisement in the
New York Times for a series of six poetry readings to be hel8wrdays at the New
School University. He recognized a number of the featured poetstifire Donald Allen
anthology and very much wanted to attend, but waited until the fiftingawhich

featured Kenneth Koch.

The New York School
*

my life is barely started, from January 1963,
when | knew it would have to be poetry or nothing.
Since then | have looked mostly like a lawyer, a broker,
but in struggles with the eternal verities,
and with always the one day to be disposed of;
at times in nostalgia for someone’s past — not my own —
| told Frank that his poems made me have it for his,
and | had it for John’s, Kenneth’s, and Jimmy's,
and Joe’s, Norman'’s, Larry’s, Joan’s, Mike’s, and Jane’s as well.
I came to know these people, but | don't really, of course,
as | go on with my work to some distant point,
with most of the feelings | had before
and the sorrow of literature | learned to keep.

—from “Addenda” (1971)

Tony describes Kenneth’s readingvtemoir: “The reader this week was Kenneth
Koch, whose name, one learned, was pronounced “Coke.” His poems insAen’
American Poetrywere among those that | found most intriguing. They outdistanced me

so to speak — they seemed to includemaah The big surprise during the reading,
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however, was that the audience laughed quite often — and knowledgeahbdn’
realized that Koch’'s work was quite that funny. It hadn’'t oexito me that poetry
could be | soon started laughing when everybody else did, so | wouldn’t look like a fool,
but | couldn’t help feeling that | was the only person there who wasn’t realiggyett

The final of the six readings featured Frank O’Hara, who despiteducing the
laughter of Koch’s reading, “got the same impressively appreeiatiation as Koch had
the week before.” Now with faces to match to some of theesamthe Allen anthology,
Tony began hanging out a bit at the Cedar Bar. And it wasglanrearly visit that he
had his first conversation with Frank O’'Hara. He nervously appesa€biHara and
complimented him on his reading at the New School, and was toldHgr&®that his
evening had been made by being recognized. Tony rememberstracigby O’'Hara’s
“nasally voice,” and the way he “gave ordinary words in a phraseaireexpected
inflection;” this led Tony to surmise that O’Hara “was almosttainly a homosexual.”
Regardless, the two sat at the bar and began talking about poetrypmnavds soon
asked if he wrote, to which he answered “Oh, | try.” He tedakling humiliated that
compared to a “famous” poet like Frank he had not written anythitgvoothy, and
certainly nothing that he felt comfortable sharing. O’Hara, thpwgas gracious and
seemed interested in what he had to say.

After Frank left, Tony sat at the bar thinking about what hattaken place. His
ruminations, though, were interrupted by a Cedar acquaintance whmgamend asked
Tony if he was queer. Startled, Tony answered, “No, I'm ndthe guy explained that
neither was he but that Frank had looked depressed and was clearly foolsomeone

to go home with. InMemoir Tony writes about finding it ironic that although his
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encounter with O’Hara was warm and genuine, it could only go senfaccount of his
not being homosexual. But sexual politics aside, the chance meg#nkey moment in
his life story.

Unhappy with the NYU library job and lonely after Barbara’s depa, Tony
impetuously decided to leave New York for a time and travel widde Not being able
to afford a ticket, he decided to answer an advertisement for vetaritedeliver a car to
San Francisco—a topsy-turvy trip that resulted in a short periogimef living and
working in Los Angeles. “As ephemeral as they seemed,” Tditgiery ambitions
called him back to New York. Still thinking about the readingeseaind his encounter
with O’Hara at the Cedar Bar, he was able to find Koch andaéHbooks at a large
bookstore on Hollywood Boulevard. He fous#cond Avenuéa short, but difficult
book-length poem by O’Hara) challenging but with a little etifelt he actually
comprehendedt. He was also quite taken with the “extravagant imagery aeet f
wheeling satire” of Koch’Ihank You Koch — Tony recalled — was planning on teaching
a poetry seminar in January at the New School. And so, with a $100odofmam his
grandmother from New Rochelle, Tony booked a one-way ticket on yh@ned Bus
traveling nonstop from L.A. to Manhattan.

It was only a matter of days before he found himself at the rCedeere he
encountered O’Hara again, who seemed genuinely pleased to sedftémsome talk
about California, Tony explained that he was planning to take Kennethisgd@orkshop
at the New School. Kenneth — coincidentally — just happened to befadedown the

bar and O’Hara insisted on making an introduction. Here is the accounyeamir.

A day or two later, | took the train down to the city and went toGkdar. It
certified the culture shock. The bar was brimming with thed lof assertive

45



energy | didn't see in Los Angeles. | got a beer and made my way thanbar.
There was Frank O’Hara, with a dark-haired young man. O’Haemed
genuinely pleased to see me and introduced Frank Lima — who sizegh me
suspiciously. To make conversation, | mentioned that | had just dusttdnfrom
California. O'Hara said how marvelous and, naturally enoughdasiewhat |
had been doing there. | immediately realized that the briefestigion of my
trip would show what an idiot | was to have taken off like that, fsmlged the
details and changed the subject. | mentioned that | understood Kenneth Koch wa
conducting a poetry workshop at the New School and | was going nal até@h,
really? Kenneth is right over here.” To my astonishment,beifdre | could ask
him please not to, O’'Hara walked the few feet to the bar antk dack with
Kenneth Koch. “This young man is going to take your class at theSwwol.”
My astonishment turned to chagrin. Koch looked at me expectantlgnit di
know what to say. | wanted to compliment him; | had spent many hotiiisgge
to know Thank Youand it had been a pleasure and a revelation to do so. “Oh,
Mr. Koch, | love your work. It's so .. .so .. . | was floundefioga synonym
for “sophisticated,” which wasn’t quite right, but | knew the perfeord was
there somewhere. He stood there waiting for me to finish Byteace.
Superficial is what | heard myself saying. Koch stared aimusbelief for a
second or two, then turned away and walked back to the bar. Whatbad!ll
was mortified beyond belief.

As it turned out, both Koch and O’Hara were offering workshops that yeany
decided it would be a good idea to take the two simultaneously, and thenksother
may have loaned him the $80 that was required to enroll in both.asltanfortuitous
decision looking back. He was incredibly inspired by Koch’s teachktgle, which
brought “...fresh air on stale attitudes about poetry and what it shoshlbatd not be.”
O’Hara’s teaching style, on the other hand, was comparatively-Key” and “laissez
faire,” although O’Hara, unlike Koch, encouraged students to come with him to the Ceda
for drinks and conversation at the end of each class.

These impromptu meetings gave Tony and Frank an opportunity to get to know
one another better. Toward the end of the semester, Frank imdtgdover to his
apartment for a drink, an invitation that Tony accepted, though not wittammue
apprehension: “I thought it would surely be interesting, a privilegen,eo get to know

Frank personally, but | didn’'t ever want to be in a position of havirfggld him off.”
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Luckily, Frank was a gentleman and read the signs perfectly: Wasy'straight.” After
drinking a glass of bourbon with Frank and his roommate, Joe LeSuetwgptlsat in the
kitchen and drank a second glass while listening to a shareditéavammposer,
Prokofiev. Listening to Prokofiev'Ehird Piano ConcertpTony was astounded to learn
that Frank, who had been trained as a classical pianist, wa® gidés the concerto, but
had given up piano because he thought he could be a better poet than musician.
Over the months that followed, Tony and Frank became increasimegigliy, and
Tony was given phone “privileges”™—that is, he could phone for no parti@daon, just
to chat. In Gooch’s biography of O’Hara (1993), Joe LeSueur dischsgetheir home
life in the early 60s was burdened by frequent and unannounced visitddzgia or so
new young poets. “l never fought them off, but | sure didn’t wantethyasing poets
coming around as often as they did,” LeSueur explains. “They wouleé sometimes
before Frank got home from work. | remember Tony [Towle] downstaligng up,
‘Frank! Joe! Are you up there? | know you're up there. Let me in.” He damteome
up and drink our liqguor and wait for Frank so they could sit and talkadkénd talk and
talk” (Gooch, 1993, 401-402). Frank also invited Tony to parties wheraehartists
like Jane Freilicher, Larry Rivers, Mike and Patty GoldbergxAatz — and poets such
as John Ashbery, Bill Berkson, David Shapiro, Barbara Guest, Jamede8cKeyward
Elmslie, LeRoi Jones (later Amiri Baraka), and also AllensBerg, with whom Tony
once peed into the same toilet at one of Frank’s parties. Rfdek’'s workshop ended,
Tony applied and was accepted to the New York City Writer's €ente, the $200

tuition being covered by scholarship. The writer's conferencesithitd season was
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held at Wagner College on Staten Island and directed by WillaasMvho was on the
English faculty there.

In April of ‘63, three months before the conference, Tony and another ymatg
named Frank Lima had taken over O’'Hara and Joe LeSueur’'s apadmém second
floor of 441 East 9nth Street. Frank [O’Hara] continued to spendthere since his
new apartment was in the process of being renovated, which leddtwrfaroom party
atmosphere,” which was a good deal of fun socially, although nottfal kgken it came
to actually domesticating his new apartment. Tony and Frank laera asked by a
classmate from the New School to participate in a group redumfrst reading ever, at
the Smolin Gallery on 87Street, after the workshop came to a close. He writes about
how Frank [Lima] and he devised a strategy for slowing one anothear sloould either
get nervous and read too fast: a swift kick under the table. ®&odyred several of
Frank’s kicks as he sped his way through almost all of his raktestill, with a New
York City reading under his belt, he went off to the New York ®ugter Conference
with high hopes. Although the time at Wagner was complicatedpagsionate affair he
was having with an African-American woman named Gloria, who endeelanymty New
York for the south later that summer and breaking his heart, he wetitenough to be
awarded the Gotham Book Mart Avant-Garde Poetry Prize, whietakeasked to share
with another young poet.

Tony’s poems from this period are much different from anythingvtweld write
again. Many of them are mysterious, often without being thé b#asbscure, and blend
the real and the imagined with such care as to make them indistinguishalthee wiords

of Ron Padgett, “At this relatively early stage of his careetween the ages and 24 and
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26, Tony Towle went beyond writing the kind of poem that is fixedlace, like a
butterfly specimen, which might be beautiful but certainly isdde@owle’s poems are
beautiful too, not because they form decorous displays, but becausedhaiva with
intelligence, urbanity, and multiple voices and views, alive thetivayeal world is alive
anytime we are brave or naive enough to open up and let it be as astonishing &S)it is” (

Take, for example, the mystery in the final stanza of the poem “Prologue:”

The pilgrims are cautious and exact
and only a trickle comes to the edge.
| stir slightly.

The residue, white, is hung

Without sound.

Tony was fairly experimental when it came to how he’'d go abwking poems.
Just like the movements within a symphony, the poems convey a continyshsotle
feeling, despite the movement that occurs within the space ioigke oem. Briefly
roommates with the collage artist, Joe Brainard, Tony also begasrimenting with
collage and from the early spring of '64 to the summer of '65 worketLimes for the
New Year,” a 600-plus-line poem that drew heavily upon a colladgeiggee. This is
how Tony describes the poem and his association with Brainardimeaview with Leo

Edlestein that was published in Pataphysics magazine in 2003:

When Frank Lima moved out to get married that fall (1963), Ithadblace to
myself and rather liked it that way. The second bedroom wastonage room.
It was Ted Berrigan who prevailed on me to let his friend, ‘®istdiving in
Boston right now, a real nice guy,” move in. No, Joe had nothing toithamy
sense of humor, per se; that was fixed long before, and | thinttamkyironies
are different from the spirit of Joe’s work. However, he wety responsible for
my “pop collage” period because, although his collages didn’t taffgowork
(although | certainly liked them a lot), some of the materfiaisthem that he
scavenged and brought into the apartment did...
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Literary appropriation was very much in the air around this.tibre was given
permission to tap non-literary outside sources by both the New Sohool
(some of the poems in Ashberyrae Tennis Court Oattior example, which had
come out the previous year), and the French Surrealists. bdeadtoying with
collage in the fall of '63, and had written one poem that was Wigsiaken from
advertising, and another that primarily came from a Hindimgnar book — the
diction of the translated phrases struck me as wonderfully gkBut Joe started
bringing home periodicals | would never have gone out and bought — comic
books, “true romance” magazines, wrestling magazines — whichdwmw be
sitting in piles around our kitchen. Joe had moved in in Decembéfarch, |
started using Joe’s “literary” scavenges in earnest. | liftasy and collaging
sentences and sections from all sorts of popular publicationsuatapgsing
them for effect. | felt no compunction to be “pure” about my bomge; though.
I would tinker with them, changing a word here and there if | thoughe thias a
need for it, especially the pronouns, although the primary sffenne, | think,
from the juxtapositions.

Anyway, this style sort of took me over from early spring t64he summer of
'65, when | finally finished “Lines for the New Year,” a 6@us-line poem |
had been working on for a year, and which was my farewell towthis of

writing...

The first two stanzas of “Lines for the New Year” reads:

The first day of January is the first day

of the New Year. In the north

there is snow and ice and the forest rings

with the sound of the ax.

So this is really a game of tag. Run across it

as if it were a cake, and you were the knife
cutting it right through the middle. At other times
the clouds seems to be pillows. My target

is a cool, tax-free million. | am very calm about it.
| could end up making a good deal more.

We decided that the sun was a hug plate of gold.

We wanted to pull it down from the sky with a rope,

or across the sky, in a boat. We know how to find

the east. The east is where the sun comes up each morning.

In the morning we begin the work. There may be hundreds,
even thousands, of trees to chop down. It will be long after dark
before we can stop and go home to bed.

The length of the poem (14 tight pages in his selected poems (2031)) part a

response to Frank O’Hara’s challenge to him to write a longgmlpiece. In the years
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between ‘63 and Frank’s tragic death in ‘66, they continued to s&i@igoying one
another’'s company immensely. As it was for many, Frank@gdrand untimely death
was a blow to his younger, admiring friend. O’Hara died followingaecident on Fire
Island in which he was hit by a man speeding in a beach vehiglgg the early morning
hours of July 24, 1966. Although he survived the collision and was responsivedhe di
the following day of a ruptured liver at the age of forty, and wagetun the Green
River Cemetery on Long Island. Gooch (1993) writes about the rapidiiywhich the
news spread: “What is certain is that at 8:50 PM on July 25, 1966, Eralaka passed
away at the age of forty... Within an hour everyone seemed to kn@AHafra’s death.
Helen Frankenthaler called Bill Berkson at D.D. Ryan’s in Newpdtatsy Southgate
called Joe LeSueur. Joe LeSueur called Larry Rivers. Kynast@hikke called Tony
Towle. Tony Towle called Jasper Johns...” (Gooch, 1993, 466).

Thirty-eight years later, Tony would encounter himself in a poeRrarik’s. The
date was July 261963 and Tony had come over Frank’s apartment to use his friend’s
typewriter, his own having been stolen during a burglary a fewtins earlier. Here's

how he describes the scenéMemoir.

My recollection, aside from the act of it being an extrgmwehrm and
humid night, is that | started working on a poem that | quicklyzedlwould be
for Gloria [note: Gloria was his girlfriend at the time]t came to be called
“Poem of August,” but | started in it July, on thé"28 know the exact date, and
that | had actually come over to O’'Hara’'s loft to type up mgvimus work,
through a poem of Frank’s | had certainly read but never notieesighificance
of until about two months ago, almost 38 years later:

you come by to type
your poems and write a
new poem instead on my
old typewriter while 1 sit
and read a novel about
a lunatic’s analysis of
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a poem by Robert Frost
it is all suffocating

| had unexpectedly come across myself as an incidental pantriie
second stanza of this lovely miniature study, composed in a bigetrswinor
key. In addition to my recollection of looking down at the paper in the typewrit
that evening, at the large table Frank also used as a desky lhave an
additional image of myself, in profile and from twenty feetagwFrank’s

perspective from the sofa near the front windows, as | sweatdmy work
both literally and figuratively.

The Seventies

*

...For young people there was a pin,
expressing love in simple cascade of diamonds,
on 34" Street
which we give no relief walking and walking,
looking for something to stick it into,
women and children first, apples, walnuts, melons,
the calm transparency of plastic, the gruging
response of lead, or the rolling fog or even a jar of worms!
—From “The Morgan Library” (1970)

| meet up with Tony in January 2009 to discuss the 70s, the decade whiatg
he thinks he wrote his best poems. Our conversation is held over dirmguigt café
around the block from the Tribeca loft he shares with his girlfri2giacie. Tony is not in
good spirits. He is agitated about health problems and feels landlypverwhelmed
because Diane has been away in Boca Raton, Florida for several months@riamger
recently deceased mother's home to be rented. He warns, a minuwe after we sit
down, that the 70s are even trickier to write about than the 60s—erpglaagain, that
his poems are a separate thing from his life—and that he thinkbkély that one could
tease out biography from the work, which, in addition to being marketebgted tones,
lush, surrealist imagery, extravagant metaphors, and elaborat@x,syptesent

autobiographical material through a filter of humor, irony, andesatifor instance, the
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poem “April 24th” catalogues a lengthy list of fellow New Ygskets with whom he

travels on a chartered bus to Cleveland:

Each year our group holds a ceremony

at the grave of some great poet, singing

and praying tribute to his memory

for some great poems he has left to be read and remembered.
Last spring, Edwin Denby, Kenneth Koch, John Ashbery,
Jimmy Schuyler, Kenward Elmslie, Frank Lima,

Bill Berkson, Joe Ceravolo, Ted Berrigan,

Allan Kaplan, Ron Padgett, Dick Gallup,

Peter Schjeldahl, Joe Brainard, John Giorno, Anne Waldman,
Michael Brownstein, Lewis Warsh, David Shapiro and |
chartered a bus,

and went to visit the Hart Crane monument in Cleveland.

But no such trip ever occurred, not to mention the fact that HameCwho
committed suicide in 1932 by jumping off a steamship into the GuMlefico, doesn’t
have a monument. Tony says, “If you take my work from 70 to 79 | don’t kvioat a
psychologist would make of it without making a mishmash of the pasachspoiling the
literary effect.” But as in our earlier conversations, libegith my first question and
then three hours pass without a lull in the conversation.

Tony starts by explaining that 1970 was a big year for him@set. He felt part
of a poetry renaissance started by Ashbery, O’'Hara, Koch, angl&chuthe late-50s
and early-60s. In the late 60s Anne Waldman and her first husbanis, Wearsh, kept
an open house at the Saint Mark's Place apartment for the poettetsl of their
generation, of which Tony was a foundational member, espeamite he, like Bill
Berkson, had a personal relationship with Frank O’Hara and a numbeard'$-poet
and painter friends. Take, for example, the opening stanza of ¢ne ‘idne New York

Clouds,” dedicated to the painter Larry Rivers: “In 1963 | wrbtg New York was a
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cloud. / Telephones rang. | was swept up / in the most impressive pereaissance /
since Pound, Eliot, et al. / Larry refined the painted clouds ot&? Bill Zavatsky, a
poet and the publisher of SUN Press, came onto the downtown scene arsuntehi
and described Tony as already having established somethingetdran’s status around
Saint Mark’s: “When | came on the scene in the early sewghays Zavatsky, “Tony
was an established junior member of the New York School. Foerstafte knew
O’Hara and had a friendship with him. Also, one of his early boolsspublished by
Tibor de Nagy Gallery, which also published Ashbery and his groupt sehaim apart
from the rest of us, in addition to his being four or five years older.”

Tony got to know Kenneth Koch, John Ashbery, and James Schuyler bdtter i
years after the death of O’Hara, and developed nuanced understamidihgs works.

He catalogues their names in “Addenda”:

I know from Frank O’Hara that
the poem and its setting

are completely at your disposal,

from Kenneth Koch that the
resources of language

are greater than oneself and
thereby liberating,

from John Ashbery that the
mysterious and beautiful

are still supremely possible,

and supremely inspiring —

and James Schuyler’s blinding
exactitude of observation,

its serene and tremendous
burden.

Tony’'s work was getting into print. Two collections had been privaiahted:
eighty copies ofPoemsin 1966, and three-hundred copiesAdter Diner We Take a

Drive into the Nightwas printed by Tibor de Nagy Gallery in 1968. His first major
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collection,North, was published by Columbia University Press as the third annualrwinne
of the Frank O’Hara Award in 1970. According to Columbia UniveBigss, the award
was “meant to carry on in some measure Frank O’Hara’s ihiarbéglping new poets in
their work.” Eligible were poets who had not yet had a book publishedceptad for
publication by a commercial or university press. The previous geboard of judges
(which included Schuyler and Ashbery) chose the poet Michael Brawsstellection
Highway to the Skywhich came as a real blow to Tony. He distinctly redadsg
approached by Harry Segessman, an editor at Columbia Universiyg, Rat a gallery
opening in Manhattan and told that the award was going to Brownstgicording to a
letter written by Schuyler (2004), Ashbery had mixed feeladgsut the manuscript Tony
submitted. In an explanatory letter to Koch dated April 1, 1969 y#&hwrites: “Guess
you know by now that Michael B [Brownstein] is this year's @l poet. John and | did
a lot of buck passing to no avail since we both felt that somehow [Towyle] ought—
or needed—to get it. But John finally confessed to finding a certanotony in Tony’s
mss and that tore it.” Tony admits to having been stung by ttez’depublication in
2004, even though the event occurred thirty-five years earligrilaBy, it saddened him
that Ashbery said nothing in 2003 when Tony dedicated his chapioekimmaterial
Nocturnego him.

In 1970, Tony received an unsolicited note from Harry Segessman éskirtg
submit a manuscript. Although he was put off from having been passet 068r he
complied and shortly after was informed by letter of having widarth, which featured
cover art by the artist Jasper Johregeived a respectable amount of critical attention

around the city. Stuart Byron, who Tony first met at the New YGity Writer
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Conference at Wagner College in ‘63, wrote a review that cteized it as “an
astonishing first book,” revealing “a poet of great range, precideleft use of language,
concentrated power... it impresses as did, 10 and 15 years agostihedks of Creeley
and Ashbery, Snodgrass and Howard, Bly and Wright... there are eigimeopaems in
North which will be read, | feel, for a very long time” [Stu8yron, The Village Voice,
March 18, 1971]. For the jacket blurb, James Schuyler wrote thastiking merit of
Mr. Towle’s work is the way he has found to deal with the disordereceiopeilof the
Surrealist heritage by engaging the hermetic clardfedreams and the associative in the
life which gives rise to them and of which, he convinces us, thewnranendetachable
part. Poetry continues to be one of the rarest of pleasures, and timsare about it can
find here a noble grace, dramatic and personal.” A poem Nornth entitled Poem

reads:

A skylight of wire and glass with a retractable roof
holds the pan of boiling thoughts,

bubbles of air freezing and thawing

come upward from the hardened concrete,

and lends a feeling of drama and steel framework.

We think we are housed in a golden dome,

with carved and trailing flowers, with nymphs

to draw close from the brilliant heavens,

in stacks of glittering elements,

our attachment to the people we know and space.

We move along in the space, its innumerable
walks along the beach but really New York,

summer, fall, blazing away
and nothing further from the truth.

Poems like this one, written between '65 and '69, have been descrilfelioly
poet and friend Charles North as having “an extraordinary depth laigieeAnother

New York poet remarked to me some years ago that of alpdbens he continued to
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read, Tony's were the ones that invariably moved him to t¢aisith, 2001). Looking
back, Tony sees the publication biorth as the climax of his career in terms of
recognition; he had an optimistic feeling that he was at thentieg of a long,
potentially distinguished career as a writer. “Things took a dawyit he explains
wryly, “and by '75 or '76 | felt passed by altogether. Ironicaitywas then that | was
doing my best work.” The work that he churned out during the mid-sesents
different from what he was writing during the time he knew Q@&lalt was less lyrical
and abstract and perhaps more elegiac. And though he continued to esdissurr
imagery and speech, the work was more autobiographical, albeit caeqiyceo. Tony
confesses having felt a tinge of guilt for writing poemg tere similar to O’'Hara’s, but
got over it when he imagined Frank saying, “Don’t blame aneybur lousy poetry you
big bag of shit.” An early example of Frank’s breeziness cafobed in Forlrma
During April, written in 1967 and included iNorth. The first few lines of the poem

read:

Now it is April, then the great bull of May,

and then it will be my birthday and time for presents and the beach.
That's when the poetry of summer descends on you

if you are a poet, and the metaphors emit an enormous heat,

tapering off to the luxuriant melancholy verse of fall.

Then 1968 and my vote for president, and January 1969 and 70. By
this time my poetry improves, a compliment to the new administration.

Charles North, who is and has been a deft and thoughtful reader andrdatome
of his friend’s work, makes an important distinction between Feartk Tony, writing,
“Whereas O’Hara sometimes wrote what he called “I do tkis that” poems, Towle’s
procedure is something like “I do thigHink that, now lam that, now that has become

this, now I'm considering what I just thought and felt about that, etc.” (North, 2001).
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Tony’'s next three collectiong,ines for the New Yegll975),“Autobiography”
and Other Poems{1977) andNorks on Pape(1978) were not immediately snatched by
eager publishers. All three were published by small presseshrefty by poet friends
affiliated with the downtown poetry scene (e.g. Larry Faginvidd&osenburg & Bill
Zavatsky, and Paul Violi). The poet Hugh Seidman published a \mos#view of
“Autobiography” and Other Poemsin The New York Times Book Review, on May 14,
1978, that concludes: “While such poetry may not suit all, Tony Towds skilled at it
as any, and the poet here is most engaged in exploring langsiagmedium, aside from
its strictly communicative purposes. As he says in “Autobiograpfyén as now my life
is very / simple and of course tragic, / but my thoughts are vemynplecated” Tony
befriended these and other younger poets when they began harging ¢he Poetry
Project in the years after O’Hara’s death in '66. Manyhesé men constitute the “horde

of younger practitioners” mentioned in a lengthy poem called “Nearing @faigst

My life at any rate is more oblique than Frank’s.

What have | said to the sun, for example.

What did | ever say to Frank, for that matter,

brooding on the promontory of my early poetic development,

silent and self-preoccupied, garrulous and self-preoccupied,

not that anything’s changed too much,

an aging Frank O’Hara Award winner

jumping from icefloe to icefloe,

a step ahead of a horde of younger practioners,

to whom | nevertheless occasionally turn and shout some advice...

In ’69, Tony was asked to teach two semesters of poetry workshops(tme
fall of ‘69 and one in the spring of ‘70) at Saint Mark’s. He @t loosely and told
participants they were welcome to give him up to six pagemems per week that he

would comment on (this was also the protocol practiced in workshopsadked with
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Koch and O’Hara some years earlier). It was through these workshopstiyatiien 30
years old, met the slightly younger aspiring poets Paul Viali @harles North. He
remembers that they joined his class, one during the fall '69 workahdpthe other
during the spring ‘70 workshop, although he forgets who came when. Tomgdiately
noticed that they had talent, and as he puts it, “were as goodass or at least well on
their way.” In the tradition of Frank O’Hara, he invited his studémtsome with him to
a local hangout for pizza and drinks, a ritual that usually ate up dbenty of his thirty-
five dollar per session stipend. “I would almost always pay most of the bHEayight’s
end,” he reports.

Tony, however, wasn't there for the money. He was happy to haqcetay-
related escape from his work and family life. From 1964 until 198&dseemployed at
Universal Limited Art Editions (ULAE), Tatyana (Tanya) Grasrs printmaking studio
in West Islip, Long Island. She felt the studio needed a segretnd wanted to find a
poet for the job. The only American poet Tanya knew personaByRrenk O’Hara who
had collaborated with Larry Rivers on Tanya’s first project. Knowing Tongletea job,
Frank passed his name to Tanya who shortly after took him on agpéoyeen Tony felt
positive about the job for a good portion of his time there and stillshtpevrite a
serious memoir about his experiences with the artists who would come by to work. As he
puts it on his website, “ULAE was in the forefront of the Amami¢print renaissance’ of
the ‘60s and ‘70s. Between 1957 and 1967 Mrs. Grosman invited LareysRlasper
Johns, Grace Hartigan, Robert Motherwell, Fritz Glarner, Helankénthaler, Robert
Rauschenberg, Lee Bontecou, Jim Dine, Barnett Newman, James Roséviguisil,

and Cy Twombly to add the dimension of printmaking (lithography and ejctartgeir
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oeuvre.” He describes his work duties in an extended essagnwatt the catalogue of
the 1997 exhibitiorProof Positive: Forty Years of Contemporary American Printmaking

at Universal Limited Art Editions

From originally not knowing what | was supposed to do, | ended up, at ome tim
or another, doing almost everything that needed to be done (exirepirpgrook
lunch). First, there was constant travel to and from New %ark bewildering
variety of visits and errands. For many years a typigahing could begin with
a hasty trip to New York as soon as | arrived and gulped dowe soffee...
There were actual “secretarial” duties as well: theespondence Tanya was
expecting did materialize, billing, sending out biographies of thstsa (which
had to be typed up one copy at a time) and typing a “documentatisigption”
(artist, number of stones, paper, size, etc.) on ULAE saatjdior each print that
went out of the studio. Since Tanya didn't permit any erasdrevhich went
along with her concept of perfection — this could be quite timetenimg by
itself.

Although it was inspiring for him to be around famous artists and wuks, the
job began to conflict with his writing. For one thing, there was tmencute; the trip to
ULAE required a long train trip to the south shore of the isldfatthermore, the nature
of the work entailed irregular hours that at times involved eveningswaeekends,
especially if there was a deadline pressing down on the studio. Wiamforced to miss
many literary events that he “really needed to be at.” A#seilanya had been “very
supportive” wherNorth came out, her attitude by the mid-70s began to change. “Being a
studio manager for Tanya was becoming a fulltime job,” Tonyaéxgl “Could I live in
New York and drink and continue to work out there? Tanya thousjmbuld move my
family out to Long Island, but | didn’t want to do that... | didn’t thimtat would be
good for my poetry... Through the years | wanted more and more to be in New York and
| was missing things. Many of my friends were more @&t Iprofessional poets and

working in New York and | wanted to be there too.” His associatidth WLAE
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dwindled by the end of 1978, though he remained involved in some of the'stexknts
and functions, working on a part-time basis until 1981.

Tony’s life as a husband and father also presented a chaliergs life as a poet.
WhenNorth came out, he was married to the actress Irma Towle, forritersy Hurley,
and they had a three-year-old daughter named Rachel. He anthétat a party in
1964 hosted by a composer friend of Frank’s. In his memoir ob@HJoe LeSueur
(2003) describes Irma as follows: “In her early twenties, a high-stramponed slip of a
girl with enormous, panic-stricken eyes...” (LeSueur, 2003, 167) Tonyrmatat a
party and by May 1965 they were a serious couple. She waslsgears older. In
August they moved into an apartment at 100 Sullivan Street and dntredollowing
year. In hindsight, Tony claims feeling that the marriage avasstake fairly early on,
but didn’t want a repeat of the debacle with Monica that had marred ysteanties.
Any thoughts of leaving the relationship were further buried whera lgot pregnant,
giving birth to Rachel in July 1967. Unlike Tony’s relationshiphwicott, he was close
to Rachel from the beginning. “It was apparent,” he explainednffthe time she was
about three. There was closeness there, and still is.”

On the one hand, he was enamored of his daughter, and — a self-described
“traditionalist” — enjoyed aspects of domestic life. He gemlvn up in “the buttoned up
fifties” and wanted very much to be monogamous. On the other harelf berfstrained
by the expectations of Irma at home and Tanya at work. |&Hito an increase in his
drinking, which he surmises led to a pattern of promiscuity, and lats dfony began
having extra-marital affairs about five or six years intorhariage. Between ‘69 and

‘79, he reports having scads of one-night stands and several mulijaes. One of
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these longer affairs was with a woman named J— . He explanhshiey developed a
strong sexual bond that flowered into a six-year relationship.y Barl J— was even
responsible for a couple of flings he had. “I'd be at art padres because | couldn’t
have her I'd get together with someone else. But she liked méharel was always
something there.” J— had come to New York City from Chicago to abtike Whitney
Museum of Art and Tony had gotten to know her through collaboratiomgebetthe
museum and artists at ULAE. In 1973 he delivered a slide tagsetment, a visit that
ended with the two in bed. When | asked if Irma knew about what wiag gn, he
responded, “I think on some level she did. But on some level since | would say tlsat | wa
going out to drink — and since she knew | drank a lot — there wasangpgon that |
wasn’t going to be doing anything other than that. tBatnever affected me, at least not
until my fifties.” Tony says that being spontaneous and opemetoriexpected — which
was important for poetry — involved having the time to stop into awach always at
least had the possibility of leading to a sexual experiencese@eral occasions he found
himself drunk at the Chelsea Hotel with a woman he’d just metiniga false address
(usually somewhere in Minneapolis) with the “pig-faced” attendant.

Concerned that his drinking was getting out of hand, Tanya Grosmaass$edg
he see a psychiatrist in 1976. Because many doctors werenad$eua art collectors,
Tanya knew a number of psychiatrists, one of whom had a practicar&nARenue.
Tony describes giving the psychiatrist his three books in exehtorgthree sessions,
after which he discontinued the therapy: “I probably wasn't a \gagd patient....
probably not very forthcoming. One thing | remember was that giuha second or

third session — and there were no more — he told me, ‘You know you hasag afw
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talking about yourself as if you were someone else.” Walking Hahmughtwow what
a great thing to say | was thinkinghe’s right | even used it as an epigraph for a poem
that was never published.”

| asked Tony whether he experimented with drugs during this peribake
seventies, after all, have a reputation for having been a time oélskixeration and
recreational drug use, especially in the arts. He tried smoRkiarijuana on one
memorable occasion but didn’t care for the effects it had. “Eneber smoking at a
party in '64. | think Bill Berkson was there. And | got so paranoid | fettfiraple were
against me. | remember thinking that and then thinking that it codddritue later on. |
felt that people were being nasty to me; and that was not goeuditainty don’t need that
kind of device in a social situation, so | avoided it for a whileit tBen in the late 70s
there was a woman | met at the church [Saint Mark’s] and skent@pot and had me
over one night and we smoked. She said she had this aphrodisiac pot aadisgeah,
I'll try that!” It was just the two of us, not at a party.ndthat wasery enjoyable. She
was right. | saw her for a couple of times.”

In a move that he continues to characterize as “inexcusable”irmgahé,” Tony
left Irma in 1979. Rachel was thirteen years old at the tialthough he hadn’t wanted
to repeat the messy debacle with Monica and their infant son, Seothet someone
whose affections he felt he couldn’t pass over, at least not thenwdrhan was Jean
Holabird, an attractive painter who seemed sympathetic to bisres an artist. Tony
and Jean would live together on Warren Street for the next fouyems, coming
undone in the mid-90s in response, at least in part, to a “public’ afésn would have

with a sous chef in Tribeca.
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Though his marriage was in shambles, and his drinking was esgdla@npoint
where he would eventually need to seek help through rehab and Alcohnboymous
(AA), Tony wrote more in the seventies than he ever would agaire wWas topsy-turvy
and entirely without the predictable rhythms that many writeesd to produce quality
work. Somehow, though, he managed to write and write and write. Fropoé¢hes of
this period, he feels especially positive about “Nearing Christmdsch chronicles the
first time he reports having heard Frank’s voice. In other waase of the language in
the poem came to him as if it were spoken to him by his adshdriand mentor. The
action in the poem takes place at Bloomingdale’s on DecemBerlaB1, where an

intoxicated Tony went to buy skirts as a Christmas present for Irma. rididiries read:

Finally | have gone to Bloomingdale’s

and | am back.

You call that lyric you big bag of shit?

I am not talking to myself,

or in that manner to a great poet of the past,
that must be Frank, talking to me;

I am at last fully awake in this mortal life,

for the few years in the middle,

and | keep myself opaque and | don't regret it,
on the promontory.

Frank you've got to help me

and there is an answer but not at this moment.

The Last Decade

Well, like the Mets I'm coming up to bat in the bottom
of the 9th, or the 8th, if I'm lucky,
but far behind in the game —
and the music seems to have stopped to listen.
—From “Digression, 5/10/03” (2003)
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| met Tony at the same Tribeca café in late May 2009 forfiftbr and final
conversation, which we agreed would be dedicated to roughly thiemast so years of
his life. Tony shows up looking fresh, but complains of feeling ragiomy about
things. His health hasn’t been good and he wonders how much more timas.héle
will be headlining a reading in the autumn at Saint Mark’s aragjines that it may very
well be his last. And in a month’s time he’ll be seventy, a bisthdgs not particularly

looking forward to:

Seventy is a big number. You don’t come back from there. You'reiegito

get old. This American optimistic horseshit that ‘O yoyoeing.” No! Fuck
you! You're fifty and you're telling me I'm young! | don't want bear it! It's

like you hear ‘O my 85 year old grandfather just marriddtyayear old woman
and plays three sets of tennis a day.” What the fuck de¢détve to do with
me? You hear ‘O you're not old.” Sometimes you are old! WsAaerican
thing. You're 85 and you're not old! Yes you are! You're lying there with tubes
and you're not old? Not that I'm a Bible freak, but | think itight on the
money: three score and ten. And I've thought for quite sometliateonce you

get to be 70 that's the beginning of old age because that'ageii there. |
mean, yes, you can be a young 75, but you're 75, not 45. Don't kid yourself. |
can't imagine | will think differently in five years, ifrhake it five years. | don't
know anybody who gets to 80... Larry [Rivers], Kenneth [Koch]... and bzl
money. Seventy-eight seems to be it. So, | can’t imagine haosir mMmore over

80 | could live and the kind of life | would have.

And worst of all, he hasn’t written anything in over a year. Thidisconcerting
because writing has been the only thread in his life—“throughefadonships, the bad
relationships, jobs, losing jobs, and not having money, or very lifileat is the only
thread and I've had a very difficult time in the last yeatingi.. | stopped writing when
| got the proofs for my last book... |took a vacation and when it iweestb get back on
the horse I'd forgotten how to ride.” Without writing he doesn’t knolathis life is

about. This disconcerting hiatus, luckily, came to an end with theasition of a poem
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written on the occasion of his seventieth birthday called “Seventich ends with the
haunting lines, “...1 wonder what percentage of my life has beent gpieying to be
funny and ending up otherwise. / The number is somewhere in theallate#hd here’s
to keeping it ambiguous enough / for the universe to suspend myufatieif shakes the
dust from a billion suns, at least.”

As previously mentioned, the past few years have been complicatbdalii
problems. A few years ago he spent time at Saint Vincent'pitdbsfter falling and
fracturing his nose. He also started convulsing in Vienna whilatieatng with his
girlfriend Diane and her elderly mother three years ago and eelgmmmediate medical
attention. And most frightening of all, he experienced a transimiestreferred to as a
transient ischemic attack (TIA), or more commonly, a mirokar as Diane and he were
preparing to leave the city and travel upstate to Olivebridgéh@ Catskill Mountains),
where Diane owns a modest weekend home, purchased shortly aftevdree din the

mid-nineties. Here’s how Tony describes the frightening episode:

We were getting ready to go upstate in a rented car, and It ded’ well; |

didn't know why. | had gotten enough sleep and | hadn’t had anything to drink
the night before. | used to drink more at night than | do now. Ribyust pee

all night. 1 used to drink when I'd play computer games. I'd dridady. But

by chance | hadn’t had anything. But for some reason | didn't febl vind |

got up from the desk chair and fell on some boxes. And then | draggeli tnyse

my chair, my desk chair, and sat on it and Diane came out fronod@ and my
speech was slurred. So she called an ambulance right away. Hemtlthat
happened an hour later | would have been going 75 on some freeway and you
wouldn’t be talking to me now!

After three days and a battery of inconclusive tests, Tonyralaased from the
hospital and put on blood pressure medication. His physician was dvéoria while

about the higher chance of a stroke due to an irregular heart rhydihmas detected and
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considered heart surgery. Luckily, the fibrillations seemeblatee been transient and
haven't been detected since. Cerebella degeneration, on the other draimlies to
trouble him, though is more acute sometimes than other times; tkersvare especially
challenging. He points out that its progression is slow and that pebatkither his
neurologist nor various medical sites on the internet — seems to knovomg a person
can live with the condition. He is hoping for the best, although canmptbio¢ feel
gloomy whenever he imagines a life without mobility.

His career is tenuous as well. After leaving ULAE in '81, yepent four years
working as an administrative assistant in SoHo at the CenteEmdrepreneurial
Management. Compared to ULAE, the work was uninspiring and he readaitg long
lunch breaks (which included drinking) across the street at Far@difés He left the job
in ‘85 after an altercation with his boss over being asked to contbeirday after
Christmas. After a stint of unemployment, Tony found part-timg@leyment as a
freelance editor, working for someone he knew through the Cent&ntoepreneurial
Management who was setting up a foundation for the teaching opeamtegirialship. In
‘89, he was retained by the foundation for a set monthly rate toiteditocuments,
articles, and books — and is listed by the Library of Congredseasotauthor of a series
of books on how to start and operate your own business, which he findsgreem his
employment history. Keeping this job, which remains his centratemifrincome, has
been a source of stress in recent years. There were chamyasagement recently that
led to questions about his relevance to the foundation. He was yeassired by the
founder (who originally hired him back in ‘86) that “Everyone around b@nks you're

necessary.” If he were to lose the job he would have little ircaumside Social Security
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and that would spell trouble. To make matters worse, Diane, assctioes not get
regular work, so must do catering work to help make ends meetthé&Nef us is in a
secure position,” he laments. Sadly, he has had to sell some aftthe was able to
collect through his years at ULAE, a topic he doesn’t care to discuss.

Tony narrates a rather longwinded story about his messy breakhpJean
Holabird. The relationship, he explains, came undone over the course smhappy
years. And then in June 1993, after throwing him “a half-assettiday party, she sat
him down and explained that she was going to have an affair witlarafrom the
neighborhood. Tony recalls his reaction to the news: “And | didn’t knowt Wheas
supposed to do. | said alright | see. But you realize that if you do thi$ moAdnger be
any of your fucking business what | do. And so she had the affastiiulvanted to
know what | was doing. And | wasn't going to let her know.” Tony wasame
outraged because Jean had promised to keep the affair hidden, so to kdemrhim
feeling humiliated in front of their Tribeca neighbors and friedms began showing up
at local bars and restaurants with her new paramour.

In retaliation, Tony began seeing a neighborhood woman named Ruthmigbhe
he walked into Puffy’s (a bar where Jean and he often socialindd3aav Jean sitting
there. Instead of leaving, which he initially wanted to do, he wdtkélde end of the bar
and sat down. There was no reason, after all, why Jean should b&gffy¢s as part of
their “divorce” settlement. Ruth, whose “shifty” boyfriend waert dying of cancer,
came up to Tony and said, “Jean’s giving you a pretty hard time, W®, you can
come back to my place. We don't have to do anything.” Tony knew what that meant and

went home with her that night. The two dated (enjoying one anottemgany, and
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helping each other with their respective losses) for about adw@ng which time Tony

continued to live with Jean on Warren Street. It was a savig ¢inat he no longer had
to spend every night on Warren Street with his ex-girlfriend, thoagh pgut pressure on
him to confess where he was sleeping, which he refused to do. $Herweged when a
bartender at Puffy’s spilled the beans and told Jean that Tongeeasy Ruth. Up to
that point he had kept the affair secret. On nights when both he antajgzened to be
at Puffy’s, he’d hail a cab and leave, ostensibly on his way homeydadd instruct the

driver to drop him off on Ruth’s block, which was in eyeshot from the bar.

But in early ‘95 Ruth abruptly ended their affair, explaining that she wanteéd to se
other people. There were fewer and fewer reasons to remdinbeca so Tony took
over his brother’s truncated studio on Mott Street between SecondhaaldAvenues.
He was happy to be away from the “soap opera” of Tribeca andhlgamegan feeling
lonely and without prospects. “l was happy to be out of the relationstasays. “But |
didn’t want to be alone.” At was at this point that Tony decidgout a personal ad into

a local newspaper:

So now I'm alone again at the beginning of ‘95, and it was unpleasai.'m
getting older—I'm 54. All the bars on Batreet, all the Irish bars, are full of
young people. Just nothing. Just depressing. | decided to put a pecsamal
the paper. And when you do that it's a big decision; and ibfglt It seemed...
less so now... not quite shameful, but sort of pathetic. It seembdtipait's
like... I don't know what it's like... shameful, pathetic, ligeu have to do that?
Luckily, he was fortunate enough to meet a woman named Barbarglththe
personals. He met her at an East Village restaurant anihwasdiately taken by “a
charming big blonde with high cheekbones.” By the second date th#egsne romantic

and she began spending nights with him. But for reasons that hdossih’t entirely
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understand, she phoned him up one day from New Jersey, where she lived, arudfbroke
the relationship, which came as a blow. As he puts it, “Losindpdarwas hard,
especially the way she did it. | didn’'t expect her to disappedichy is under the
impression that her decision had something to do with the facslieatvas evangelical
Christian, and although she had a sense of humor about it all, sheolablpiooking

for someone who was willing to attend church, which he wasn't.

After nine lonely months, he was introduced to his current girlfri2iashe by a
bartender friend at Puffy’'s, above which Diane lived. At the tshe was working
through a messy divorce and was literally pushing herself to @l socl maybe meet
someone new. She was so nervous initially that she’'d get a drinhemdit outside
Puffy’s on a bench, before hurrying back up to her loft. Gradually,acshnelfthe courage
to have her drink at the bar. The two met and shortly after becamantic. Tony
explains that Diane saved his emotional life. His selected @o&nHistory of the
Invitation: New & Selected Poems 1963-2030dedicated to her with a phrase in Italian
that refers to Dante’s book-length homage to Beatrice: faneDiger la vita nuova (“for
the new life”). In the second half of the poem “In The Coffee Ho(seblished in his
most recent collection Winter Journey (2008)) Tony waits for Datnlhe Mona Lisa

coffee house in the Village at Bleecker and Seventh:

The San Remo bar was there across the street
where | learned years later

real New York poets went

and drank real drinks,

but the San Remo is gone

with everything else from 1960—

discarded, lost, or broken, or certainly
wouldn’t fit anymore,

except for the sound advice

still gathering dust:
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Think before you speak.
(Yes, | probably should have done that.)
A penny saved is a penny earned.

(That could have been made a bit clearer, perhaps.)

Don't be a complete idiot.

(Hey, | gave it a shot.)

You should really think about a career.
I’'m thinking about it now

and there it is: unintentional barbs,
unasked-for opinions

and missed opportunities strewn

and rusting about the incorporeal field.

| told Diane I'd be here ‘til six. Waiting

for a girlfriend literally is a great improvement
over the afternoons at the Figaro;

and in fact it's cool to have a girlfriend at my age
I think amusedly to myself

behind the overpriced coffee —

2.95 to contemplate the traffic

fleeing down the avenue and into the past
which has brought me up to the present,

where | put down my pen, figuratively.
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CHAPTER THREECHARLES NORTH

...by tightening

His lips and muscles and breathing properly

From the diaphragm, as in love one compensates

For weakness with emotion, overcoming

Obstacles—“sound” here being inspired stretches

Between deserts of obscurity hence

Most inspiring to those who learn its flow,

Via the mysterious physiology

That makes us stop and listen attentively

To its rushes, and sometimes exceed ourselves.
—from “Some Versions Of Reeds” (1974)

I'm feeling it now, sorrow
out of which to construct
some thing shining

by a poet
whose quiet voice and sinewy
demeanor, the opposite
of sinewy minded

are as comets
to a snowstorm, each has
its object neutralized
by its context so finding
out what that is

is less important
than finding the next time

you can say it.
—from “A Note On David Schubert” (1978)

Introduction

Charles North is a distinguished-looking man in his mid-sixtig#ls a gentle face.
He has a slender build. He has somewhat disheveled white harshétip blue eyes
radiate intellectual life behind dark-rimmed glasses. A nidtigad once described him

as having the look of a saint — engaged in the here and now with tramguosgity.
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Charles doesn’t have the rugged machismo of a Charles Bukowski, nor dusgehthe
imperiousness—however effete—of a T.S. Eliot, but hagsang, groundegresence—
which, to me, feels like a hybrid between a trusted unclegllage professor, and a
friendly but reserved older man. On more than one occasion he tells me thalittheoabi
open up to others is a relatively new experience for him, his haeeig £hy and quiet,
especially among people he didn’t know well, for a good part of his life.

During our four conversations, Charles sat attentively on aaiedfcouch in the
living room of the spacious apartment he shares with his wife gfedBs, the painter
Paula North. Paula and he have a warm, admiring relationship andehe attends
poetry events or dinner parties without her. They have also colledotfatough the
years artistically. For example, his most recent publicattmmplete Lineup$2008),
was published with cover, drawings and reproductions of artwork bya.Paliheir
apartment has the warm, bohemian feel of dusty books, musical instsu(okrinets,
recorders, a saxophone, a guitar, a tiny baby grand piano) and cotefootadrstuffed
chairs and couches. 1t is also full of Paula’s oil portraitl;ligts, and landscapes, as
well as artworks by painter friends like Trevor Winkfield dRackstraw Downes. Two
of the portraits (one by Louise Hamlin from the mid-80s) ar€ludirles in his late 30s
and early 40s. His hair is brown, more plentiful, and longer, but otreiveidooks the
same.

There are works by other artists, too, including Joe Brainard, e
broadsides by, among others, James Schuyler, John Ashbery, iRCE, Hiony Towle,
and Paul Violi, as well as numerous photographs of their childdemalv in her mid-

thirties and a professor of philosophy at Yale University, and Mikkey is a doctoral
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student in Social Psychology at Princeton. Charles is a de\attest;fand he explains
that the joys of fatherhood initially took him by surprise. Whendnetalks about his
children he has the warm twinkle of a proud pater familias in leis ele delights in their
accomplishments, which he talks about with a combination of pride andithuntie
resists boasting, but is more than willing to let you know if asi@d well their lives

seem to be going.

My Personal History with Charles and His Poetry

My first exposure to Charles North was at a public reading ltbaaind John
Ashbery gave at the Sackler Auditorium at Harvard Universitjomember 2001. My
first personal introduction was at a reading | gave (in npacidy as “sometimes poet”)
with the New York City poets Justin Jamail, Paul Violi, and Tdowle at the Bowery
Poetry Club in January 2003. We maintained a casual friendship ovgedhe that
followed and | asked him to read with John Ashbery (a poetic heroliothlin a high-
profile poetry reading series | organized for the Accompanied yitatathe National
Arts Club in Manhattan in 2005. It was a thrill to stand beforéaading-room-only
audience and introduce Charles and his work, though | recall feelimguarixecause a
friend tipped me off that Charles was particular when itectorhow his work was talked
about publicly.

Luckily, the introduction was well received. | praised his work fomdpe
challenging, without being purposefully opaque; and for being lyricathowt
compromising a natural sounding cadence. If | were to introducéokiay, | would add

something about how he can make lyrical poems out of language that is not \cadyaltyri
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all. He possesses the ability (and this may be his greaic paétnt) to lift rather
mundane and technical-sounding verbiage into music. | first redhigedt a reading he
gave for the launch of a recent collection of poe@adenza(2007), at the Cue Art
Foundation in Chelsea. His lines had the musicality you hear whdimgeWordsworth
or Keats, but drew from linguistic contexts that were neitberantic nor sentimental.
This comes across when one reads a North poem silently, and teeond $me aloud.
The words have a way of bouncing into song. Try it with the poSonriet” from

Cadenza

Sonnet

The tone poem left the door open.

Well, close it.

It doesn’t stay. It reminds me of

Elizabethan plays where eyes,

especially the tragically blinded ones, are “jelly.”

It has a center with a circumference loosely attached
smeared over individual needs.

Since the ideas about wastefulness
Are smeared over their objects,

the tone is everywhere.

It expresses its reluctance as virtue.

It is reluctant to intrude, like minds into
the fleetingness they concede.

Charles’ work is full of transformations: the non-lyrical into thgical;
gloominess into humor; idea into idea in a steady stream-of-conscssutireg is more
purposeful than accidental. The work encompasses a wide range of emoibouais,
tones, philosophical themes, and poetic forms—and is alive to traditibautvclosing
itself to the creation of something new, which makes it characterigtioalerican.

Generally speaking, he feels uncomfortable talking about his wbrka 1993

letter to the Australian editors of the magazine Pataphys&sxplained that “...my
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(few) efforts to describe what I'm working on have invariably ifeterd, to put it at its
mildest, with what I'm working on. | wish it were otherwise!Charles likes to see
himself as always working on new ways of making a poem, and termsds interested
in how poems work as in what they might or might not mean semantically. A qogx gl
through hisNew and Selected Poemsveals a plethora of forms from free verse to
Villanelles, and an array of more inventive forms drawing froeasras diverse as
architecture and baseball. The content of his poems is ricledyand frequently
abstract, which often makes it difficult for a reader towhst it is that a poem is about.
Like the work of Gertrude Stein or John Ashbery, Charles’ poemefter easier to
experience than to understand. “The quality of the affection,” to Wwaim@m Pound,
grants the work a sensibility that, in the words of Paul Violishines through the
experimentation, ingenuity, and abstract lyricism” (Violi, 1999).

| got to know Charles more in March 2004 when a poet friend nameah Justi
Jamail and | interviewed him for an article we co-wrote onpihigic readings of James
Schuyler, who was an early champion of Charles’ work and whioanl€s befriended in
the 1970s, during a period when Schuyler was struggling with agernéal iliness. The
transcript of this interview was published in Pataphysics magad the article itself in
the American Poet, both appearing in spring 2005. | walked awaytlisrproject with
an interest in hearing more about Charles’ experienced asea inrthe New York City
art world.

| interviewed him again in February 2008 — this time in my capasita doctoral
student in Psychology — for a paper | was writing in a studywe$ seminar with my

advisor, Professor Suzanne Ouellette. Our assignment was to cmoasdividual,
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living or dead, and to write a life study that incorporated somineftheoretical and
methodological approaches we had reviewed in class. Having inaaind that | would
one day write on the lives of some of the established poets with Whad become
acquainted since moving to Manhattan in 2002, | thought it made s®rsart with
Charles, mostly because | already had a sizable folder of anteim from the Schuyler
article.

Over the course of the three-hour interview | learned that he hadgdadeate
work in English at Columbia University; matriculated at Harvé&alv School but
dropped out very soon; was accepted for a Ph.D. program in philosoplojuatbta
(where he was going to specialize in aesthetics) but naveltexl; got married and lived
for a while in France; returned to Manhattan and worked as larfesebook editor; and
then found fulltime work, almost by chance, as a teacher of Engfi®ace University.
His vocation as a poet emerged in the course of these swingsre$ingand he published
his first official collection of poem<:lizabethan & Nova Scotian Musiat the age of
thirty-three—two years after he and Paula had self-published,imaagraph and hand-
stapling, their pamphlet of list-poem basehafleupswith accompanying drawings.

However, even though he began to publish poetry with more regularityttzdte
early 1970s, it took him a long time to tell others that he was aipdett, to this day he
occasionally introduces himself to others as a college teacheriter rather than a
poet—this despite having published eleven collections of poetry over 30agemel as
a collection of prose pieces; co-editing the antholoBiemdwayandBroadway 2with
James Schuyler; winning awards for his work; and being giventitlee Poet-in-

Residence at Pace University in Manhattan. My paper addrédsarles’ vocational
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unease through the focal approach to the study of lives advocatessbgviRald (2003).
Rosenwald characterizes the focal approach as entering \&dlife..an aspect of the
individual's life that appears puzzling to common sense — paradoxixafigerated,
irrational, inconsistent” (Rosenwald, 2003, 138). My question wampleione: why
was it hard for Charles to tell others that he was a poétpothesized that this was at
least partially a consequence of how a proper vocation (e.g. beganiawyer or

physician) was emphasized in Charles’ upwardly mobile, Jewish householdgrgw

Brief Life History

Early History

Sometimes | think I'm
close to discovering
why half my life has occurred
in a fog, which makes
the other half radiant
by comparison.
—from “A Note One Labor Day” (1989)

Charles Laurence North was born in 1941 in Brooklyn into a Russiaishlew
American household. His father attended Townsend Harris, one oéshdigh schools
in the city, went to work at 15, took accounting courses at CCNY, amduay earned
two law degrees from Brooklyn College, attending classes at. niglet worked in the
textile business in Manhattan, and married and moved to ManhattarftgrsCharles
was born. His only sibling, his sister Julie, was born threesylatar in 1944. In 1950,
the upwardly mobile family moved to the then rural suburbs of Weseh@stunty. His

mother came from a lower middle class household (her father owoig@rastore) that
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placed great value on literature and music, particularly opera. She stiziedpt more
importantly had a writing career as a journalist, writingaael column forThe Brooklyn
Eagle (which, incidentally, was edited a century earlier by Walhitdlan) and
ghostwriting speeches and other prose for business people aroututh&¥ts. She was
also something of a fiction writer manqué, and Charles recallsngeabout her
unsuccessful attempts to publish both adult and children’s fiction. gkade-schooler,
Charles himself won several local prose-writing competitions.bkefly tried fiction in
college, and was excited to have a story he wrote in his fresEmglish class (the same
class where he met Paula) published in the college literaganne. But he had no
serious thoughts about becoming a writer until his middle twentiesatathdt point was
drawn more to poetry than prose.

Music permeated the North household, and his mother’s love of music had an
influence on both children, as did both his parents’ love of books. Charddis pdaying
with toys in his pre-school years near the family piano whike rmhother regularly
practiced. When he was 10, somewhat by chance—since a faierlgl knew someone
who taught clarinet—Charles began to study clarinet and soon exkcelHis sister is
also very musical, and has performed, written, and recorded mu&iahe age of 13 he
shyly auditioned for the semi-professional Westchester Sympharhe€ira and became
part of the group, and in 1955 spent the first of three summers atatien® Music
Camp in Interlochen Michigan, where he studied with a Chicago Symptiangetist,
and gradually worked his way to the upper echelons of the youngetists, several of

whom went on to play with major U.S. orchestras.
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Despite his considerable talent, he decided against a careausin. mTo his
parents, who had lived through the Great Depression on little incoceear meant
something secure like law or medicine, so they discouragedrbimrhusic; moreover,
he was never quite able to acknowledge the success others grantaadiatthough he
performed a good deal during his high school years—all-county ancatal-sbncert
bands, as well as solo performances—it was almost always pao@d by anxiety.
Charles confesses to being haunted even now by “occasionally ovamndelostalgia”
for his musical life as a teenager. Clarinets appear irpdesry; he uses the word
“haunting” in a poem titled “Clarinet” (1987; an adaptation of th‘@-d@tury French

poet André Chénier’s short, rhyming poem “La Flute”):

Less than a recurrent dream, but more haunting.
The clarinet is poised and | begin playing,
conscious of occupying some exact center
where | am both rival and conqueror.

My usually awkward embouchure

produces tones which are inspired and pure.

His awkward embouchure, which is the position of lips and associatedesiusplaying
a wind instrument, is able to produce “tones which are inspired and ptine reader is
told from the start, though, that such moments occur only in the ocdadi@aan—
which may explain the “haunting” quality. Other referencethéoclarinet can be found
in the poems “Some Versions Of Reeds” (1974) “Day After Day Stoem Mounted,
Then It Dismounted” (2000), and “Summer Of Living Dangerously” (2007), ¢mly
name a few.

Although Charles speaks appreciatively of his mother's musickieimée, his

feelings towards his parents are complicated. Both he and higefosister endured a
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mother and father, whom, as he succinctly put it, “were lousynfsaneith good
intentions.” Generally speaking, childhood was a dark and gloomy, #wven the
memories of his mother playing at the piano are tinged with sadnkooking back,
Charles is surprised by just how much of his childhood he seemsédoblacked out.
However, he has fond memories of playing in Central Park asuagychild before

moving north to Westchester in 1950:

| grew up on 98 Street, just off Columbus Avenue, just a block away from
Central Park. And the school | went to was even a littlelbger to the park,
and | went there on weekends. Some of the happiest times mnEnevere
running around and playing baseball and tag and everything elsepgartheSo
much so that the smell of nature to me always has the si#ie ground in
Central Park, and the horse shit on the bridal path;llyneas very important to
me, until | turned nine and we moved north to Westchester...

The “outdoors” continued to mean a lot even after his family’s move:

When my parents moved to what's now the suburbs, it was pre#tly aulot of
undeveloped land, a lot of woods; so after the age of nine it Wlazally the
country. There were some deer, and woods, fields, and air, aeduefitly
walked home from school, which was a mile and a half. Thisi®86, when
people who could newly afford it were beginning to move out of the city.

He also has fond memories of the time he spent as a younguaildis mother
at the local branch of the New York Public Library. He lovedrrebg home with a pile
of borrowed books, especially mythology, or even more exciting, theyliboks that
were on sale for a dime or quarter.

Positive memories aside, Charles has a hard time respondingaskeshwhether

his childhood was an imaginative time:

I'd like to say yes, but it's hard to know. | understand the questidn &now
it's a natural question and the response ought to be yes, but I'matigtsere
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what the response really is. | know that when | was a yohitd icread avidly

from the time | was three years old till | entered high stread then | stopped
reading—despite, or maybe even because of, my mother's pushing—and
rediscovered books only in college. High school was sports, parsicgirls...

and friends.

Although he describes feeling “wiped out” by adolescence, intyelis high
school years had many positive aspects. He had many frieoldsling girlfriends, was
a leader of a number organizations including the high school newsakeno one
seemed to catch on that underneath he often felt nervous and melanchdlc
recollection is that just about every day of my life after sghaepending on what season
it was, | was out shooting basketballs, or playing baseball, omgldgotball, or playing
tennis, or doing varsity track and field.” In response to a question abmantic
heartbreak, he mentions being “stood up” for the only time in fasbly a Canadian
girl—whom he remembers as “dark-haired and pretty, probably anfanla”—he had
made a date with towards the close of one summer at Interlodherstill remembers
how surprised and hurt he was.

Charles enrolled, “with a chip on [his] shoulder,” at Tufts Univeiigit1958 soon
after he turned 17. He had been the top-ranked boy in his classivng the math
award at graduation—and was advised that he didn’t need to appl{sédeaschool;”
nonetheless, he was wait-listed at Harvard, Amherst, and Browoh wkvastated him.
In June of his senior year his Dean phoned Tufts, to which Charlesohagpiied, and
managed to get him an interview; he was immediately accepiftbugh he had to take
a room off campus for his first semester and for a time efasrstransferring, the silver
lining, apart from discovering a charismatic philosophy profesdoo stimulated a

lifelong interest in philosophy, was meeting Paula in the Ersilish class he took. He

82



describes being immediately attracted to her, but couldn’t work up the nexgk her on

a date until midway through their sophomore year. He feels mettsin that their first
date was a reading given on campus by the poet Robert Frost, adld vead at
President Kennedy’s inaugural just over a year later. Cheelesls that Frost was
unpleasant during the reading and snapped at someone in the audience wievenay
been opening a candy wrapper. He also finds it mildly ironicdh#tat point he was
ambivalent about poetry, and only attended the reading to see “sooeasfguy” with a
young woman he was intent upon impressing.

He double-majored in English and philosophy (and effectively minaned
French), and after graduating, began a Master's program glisenat Columbia
University. Paula and he moved to Manhattan, separately, and themaried in June
1963. The wedding, which Charles says he would do entirely diffgréhi could do it
over, was held in his parents’ backyard under a tent. Paula and Imeablegaeymoon at
West Hampton Beach near the end of Long Island, but found the hotel¢he\staying
at virtually deserted in early June and the weather miserabtaeyg turned around and
instead spent several days at the Plaza Hotel in New Yiyk Which was a happy
experience.

After finishing his coursework at Columbia, though not his Mastéresis, he
decided not to go on for the Ph.D. Not really knowing what he wanted ke dollowed
in the footsteps of a college friend who gone on from Columbia English to law school. 1
Charles’s case, it was Harvard, which pleased his father iduasly; not only was it a
top law school, but a law degree promised to open many career deawsa and he

moved to Cambridge as husband and wife, where Charles spent the Sanwhéener
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Library trying to finish his Master’s thesis. The assaoratvith Harvard, though, turned
out to be short-lived. Charles describes a rapid realizatioavatvas not for him; he
officially withdrew only six weeks into the term, but stopped gommglasses well before
that. He recalls the Law School Dean informing him that, ofettwalso did drop out,
virtually all did so as early as he. The most difficult pértihe decision was his knowing
how much it would disappoint his parents, to whom he sent a letter r@rglavhy.
When | asked him to say more about how they (particularly hieatbsponded to the

letter, he sent me the following email from his office at Pace University:

I'm in my office waiting for an independent study student, and hapggal with
emaill! However, this is a difficult one. First, | don¢ally remember the
letter—no doubt blocked out the experience—and second, | do feds i the
private side. | know | was aware that my parents would beppnted, but
don't know what else | can say. Sorry. To me (still!), the mgsbrtant thing is
that | knew almost instantly that the law wasn’t for me. Attime | didn't know

| wanted to write poetry; but—with apologies for the hint of ‘ttep
psychology”—I'm sure something was simmering underneath.

The Norths stayed in Cambridge for the rest of the school ykar|&s finishing
his thesis (he was awarded the degree in 1964) and Paula workieg,ualhappily, as a
secretary at M.L.T., part of the time for an autocratic NobeleRvinning physicist.
Uncertain about what to do next, he applied and was accepted to apRigEam in
philosophy at Columbia with a plan to concentrate on aesthetics, but erwdied.
Instead, the Norths sold their car, scraped together some rfronegavings, borrowed
some more, and traveled to Europe—briefly to London, then Paris for 6 mtrehs,
Antibes—where it was possible then to live cheaply.

In Paris they sublet an apartment on the Left Bank near thde®ard St.

Germain and enjoyed the time immensely. They walked aroundtyhand frequently
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went to the Cinémateque and the many tiny movie houses that slotdvetbvies at
discount prices for those with student cards (movies were a sp#eia@st and at one
point Charles even considered applying to film school). Paula, who bplhyd her
artistic talent from an early age, painted in the living raafntheir apartment, and for a
time took a class at the Académie de la Grande Chaumierele€bkpent much time
reading and attempting to write, mostly fiction. One of his batgywas the Benjamin
Franklin Library, which housed a collection of English-languagetrpoeHe recalls
reading some of the American “establishment” poets whom he ha@&dtimdgraduate
school, like Robert Lowell, Richard Wilbur, W.S. Merwin, and W.D. Snodgtassigh
none excited him, as well as others whose poems he liked mor@hiiike Booth and
Ted Hughes. This was his first serious introduction to contemppoatlyy and he was
intrigued.

The Norths returned to New York City in the late summer of 1965, andeSha
began editorial work on a freelance basis in the referencertohegmd of a small
publishing company, whose chief editor was an acquaintance of Cha@leRimbia
advisor, John Unterecker. Although Charles was successful in editinterecker
reported his friend’s calling Charles “the editing find of thetaey"—he found the work
tedious and unrewarding. He had begun to write poems, partly undefltrence of
Theodore Roethke, whom he admired, and showed a few to Unterecker.ecWeter
himself a poet, suggested that he attend the New School poeksheprbeing taught by
his colleague Kenneth Koch—who along with John Ashbery, Frank O’ldach,James

Schuyler (sometimes Barbara Guest was included) formedatualled “New York
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School of Poets.” Charles, though, was timid and delayed a yeallirenin the fall of

1966. This is how he explained the events in 2004:

| had just begun to be interested in poetry, and Unterecker recutache
Kenneth, his colleague at Columbia, who moonlighted at the Naao&cl kept
putting it off — probably out of sheer insecurity — but finalld dinroll in
Kenneth’s poetry workshop, and it turned out to be the lastttiatehe taught
there.

The year of Koch’s final New School workshop, 1966, was a sad timehdor
New York City poetry world. Frank O’Hara died after beingisk by a beach vehicle
during the early morning hours of July"2én Fire Island. To this day Charles regrets
not having taken the workshop earlier and having had a chance to méegehdary
O’Hara (who himself had taught a workshop there some yearergarlLuckily, the
workshop with Koch was a profoundly important experience for Charlesal-éuraing
point. He explains that, “...really, everything | did with respextpbetry at the
beginning was a result of Kenneth’s teaching.” In particulaerjeyed the excitement
Kenneth brought to poetry, and appreciated his assignments, which inelided
poems in the style of American poets like William Carlodlidfs and Walt Whitman.
He soon published a handful of poems in the mimeographed magazines abtméiote
St. Mark’s Poetry Project.

Charles stopped working freelance soon after the workshop as aafebelhg
offered a teaching job in the English Department at Paceetsity in Manhattan. The
job came about through meeting the poet Anne Waldman’s mother, §ramd€och’s
workshop, and subsequently Anne; John Waldman, Anne’s father, was an adtomistr
at Pace and had been Chairman of the English Department. Koch’sheprkas

eventually taken over by a young poet nhamed Bill Berkson, andtiimeaCharles sat in
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on it, but after the initial inspiration from Koch, his poetry “flouret¥ for a couple of
years, despite the efforts of Berkson, whom he came to know soclallgindsight, he
understands his difficulty as the product of leaving “the beloved ¢¢aahd having to
find one’s own way: “I don’t think it's so strange in retrospedt.tobk me a while to
figure out what | could do, what | wanted to do, and if | could reallg peet. It took a

good two or three years before | started doing anything | liked again.”

The Breakthrough Year

I am moved often, and easily

without knowing why or finding it appropriate

to be a consequence of somebody else’s unfathomable will.
—from “A Few Facts About Me” (1974)

Charles’ self-proclaimed “breakthrough” came in the spring of 197énwie sat
in on a spring poetry workshop offered by Tony Towle at the Poetjgd®. He was at a
point where he had seriously considered giving up poetry, so Tony&eatinto his life
was an extremely significant event. Tony encouraged Chanlégo this day Charles
credits Tony’s enthusiasm, intelligence, and seriousness abouy pearvocation with
his own decision to stick to writing. He quickly fell into the haddishowing Tony just
about everything he wrote and received helpful handwritten feedback. thaditeon of
Frank O’Hara, Tony was generous with his time and was happyrk with students
after class at the nearby Orchidia Restaurant, where bdepiaza were served. Not
knowing many people in poetry world, Charles was excited by the wngr to
socialize with Tony as well as other young poets. It was guhi@ workshop that he met
Paul Violi, with whom he became close friends; in fact the cliasting relationship—
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aesthetic as well as social—between North, Violi and Towteestat the workshop. In
the late seventies, North joined Violi as co-editoSefollen Magpie Pressvhich Violi

had begun earlier with another writer named Allan Appel, and th# greas eventually
published ten chapbooks, among them work by Joseph Ceravolo, Mary FeaYiuki
Hartman, andBroadway the anthology featuring poets and artists he co-edited with
James Schuyler. Tony’'s workshop also led to a collaborative chapbastebeCharles
and Tony himself, calle@eminj begun in February 1972.

Gradually, Charles began to meet the poets of his generation, shamyom
considered the Poetry Project home base. At that time, Anne \&iaJdsiho was four
years Charles’ junior and whose ancestral home on McDougatt Strss a regular
hangout for the Saint Mark’s crew, directed the Project. Chéotedly remembers the
first party he attended at her family’s townhouse, which he thinksried while he was
taking Tony’s workshop or shortly after its conclusion, and was oneedirst times he

felt like a poet.

| felt like an outsider for a very long time...Paula and hiv® a big party [at
Anne Waldman’s] and | met a bunch of poets who had been just names to m
beforehand; they were eventually peers, but certainly notlyetmember being
tipsy and | particularly remember meeting Peter Schjeldatilhis asking me all
sorts of questions, only some of which | was able to answer. Wdmtmost
important was how excited | was to be in a big room filledhypibets! That had
never happened before. But | did feel like an outsider.... Although ohdke
poets were around my age, they were already part of a group andjustas
beginning. At least it helped me to feel that | wasn'tdhly poet, and that it
was ok to be one!

The workshop also led to Charles’ first poetry reading. Each seméhe
teachers selected one student from their respective clasges & reading at the church.

In spring 1970, Charles and a poet named Rebecca Wright were ¢tbgeesent their
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work. As the evening of the reading approached, he experienced tremendous-eswiety
much that before the reading he had several beers at a rsatbwhich ended up
complicating his reading experience, to put it mildly. He bekethat the alcohol
probably kept him from connecting with either the poems or the audiendd)ealeft
crestfallen, though he did receive compliments afterwards.

Regardless of how he thought the reading went, he was beginnindstove as
a poet, at least around the Poetry Project. But as moss &tish, being thought of as an
artist by other artists does not guarantee that the “genius ¢t@mafrwill knock on your
door. Charles was thirty, with no published book, and without the acadesdentials
needed to secure a tenure track job in English. (In fachglarbudget crunch at Pace in
1971, he was let go as a full-timer and began instead to teaohadguact). His parents
were not entirely approving of his career, and Paula and he werenthadbout starting a
family. Some of his poems from this general period reflect theertainty he was
feeling:

Now that | am seeing myself as a totally different person

whose interests are like a street covered with slush
and whose every word rings like the ear of a spaniel

night joins with its various egos, its tubeless containers

of islands being joined by the notion of paradise

and | am swept up in what it means to be drained...
—from “Poem” (1970)

In addition to failing to live up to his parents’ ideas about whatduéd become
professionally, Charles continued to feel like an outsider around Bkrk’'s. For
starters, he didn't live on the Lower East Sider; it took him 3%nadifutes to get to a

reading. In addition, his life was more family-oriented than tfatmany of his poet
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acquaintances. Although he would meet other poets at readinggemdheds for drinks,
he spent the majority of his non-working hours at home on the Upper SMestwith
Paula, and then later with their two children. Unlike a lot of treseéhe scene, he
wasn't a heavy drinker, he didn't do drugs, and wasn’'t promiscuous. le€har
characterizes Saint Mark’s of the early 70s aBighly promiscuous place sexually,
“...where really everybody was sleeping with everybody elséulturally, this was the
heyday of the sexual revolution and a decade before AIDS.

Although he continued to have difficulty thinking of himself as a poet+ahay
mentioned his work to strangers—he began to write and publish more thaerl{or
mostly in the cheaply produced Poetry Project magazifies,World, Telephonand
Adventures in Poetrgwhich he felt was the best poetry magazine around), but also in the
prestigiousPoetry (located in Chicago), which accepted poems by him the firgt hien
submitted there. Poetry magazine was perhaps the best-known pagayime in the
country, and it was where many significant American pois,John Ashbery, received
their first national publications. When he self-published (“hesitantly,” ¢tedls@Lineups
with Paula’s line drawings in 1972, he mailed copies not only to peedts and others
but to his then favorite sportswriter, the New York Post columrastyLMerchant, who
to Charles’s astonishment phoned for an interview and then wrote twocélosns
about the chapbook, the second of which detailed a large and favorai#de nesponse.
He was also invited to speak about the book on WBAI radio, along dttvtiter Roger
Angell. He did a second set some 15 years later—they have d&@@med in several
anthologies and are now collected along with newer oné&somplete Lineups The

lineups, at least around the city, are undoubtedly Charles’ best-known p@ations.
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Using the familiar American form of a baseball lineup, Clsantietaphorically organizes
a vast array of objects and human experiences—e.g. seasons, \@tjesables,
philosophers, diseases, and Wordsworth poems—>by batting order and fielwhpoBhe

disease lineup, for example, reads:

Polio rf

Syphilis (Gonorrhea) If
Heart Disease ss
Cancer cf

Hepatitis 1b

Cirrhosis 3b

Measles c

Common Cold 2b
Influenza p

And the lineup dedicated to herbs:

Mint 3b
Rosemary ss
Thyme If

Salt 1b

Garlic c
Oregano rf
Dry Mustard cf
Vanilla 2b
Nutmeg p

Association with James Schuyler

8/3
Dense fog during the night and early morning. Late yes-
terday you could see it begin to flow and flatten back
against the cliff of the Berkshires, very white and dream-
like...
—from “Aug.—Dec. For Jimmy Schuyler” (1999)
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In the early 70s, Charles met his poetic hero James Schulese work he had
been introduced to during Kenneth Koch’'s New School Workshop. In the spring of
1970, Charles showed Tony a poem he had dedicated to Schuyler‘icigltdd’— which
is in his first book,Elizabethan & Nova Scotian Musie and Tony, who had known
Jimmy for some years, sent it to him. A few months later, andmach out of the blue,
a poem, “Light From Canada” (which Charles still thinks is onecbiugler’'s very best),
came in the mail with a dedicationfer Charles North— and a gloss explaining an
allusion to a line of O’Hara’s, and a note saying, “Let merrethe compliment.”
Charles was amazed and delighted.

About a year later, via Tony, Charles met Schuyler at a pafjorris Golde’s
(pronouncedyold-ie) apartment in the West Village. Golde was a businessmamwaso
very involved with contemporary music and the arts in general. Ghidilegks, though
he is not 100% certain, that this was the same party wherabbed shoulders with
Leonard Bernstein, and had the experience of seeing him dangmgo“lip” with
another man, which for Charles, “innocent” as he was then, avalsdcker.” He doesn't
remember who actually introduced him to Jimmy, but recalls beitgyally
dumbfounded and very embarrassed about it afterward. “We just stoedstheding
across from one another, neither of us saying much.”

Schuyler grew to admire Charles’ work a great deal, and -eatianed earlier —
wrote a laudatory blurb fdreap Yearwhich — again — reads, “His joy in words, and the
things words adumbrate, is infectious: we catch a contagion of emligkent. To me, he
is the most stimulating poet of his generation.” Charles geaaking Jimmy if he really

wanted to say that he was “the most stimulating poet of hisr@ag® given that his
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generation included such poets as Tony Towle, Ron Padgett, TedaBerAnn
Waldman, Michael Brownstein, and others; Schuyler, however, was emiiwh in his
praise to Charles and when talking about him to others. In a tettartist Trevor
Winkfield dated March 31, 1971, Schuyler writes (speaking about a numlyeunfer
poets whose work he had recently gotten to know), “The one | most paiicliked
was Charles North, who studied (at Saint Mark’s Church, maybdfigddew School)
with Tony Towle. | think he has quite a gift.” Charles didn’t knalwout the extent of
Schuyler’s praise until his letters were published by Tirdmt Press in 2004. He says,
“It might have made a big difference to my confidence had | beneahow much he
really thought of my poems back then.”

To this day, Charles regrets not knowing Schuyler “when he was yoanger
healthier.” Schuyler suffered from legendary bouts of meltasis, which could result
in disturbing breakdowns like the time he frightened Ron Padgett arfdnily while
they were staying with him at Fairfield Porter's home in Baotpton, Long Island.
After exhibiting unusual behavior, Schuyler descended the staircéiserose petals
stuck to his naked body and demanded to know where Frank was (referiingnk
O’Hara who had died several years earlier). Charles, luclelyemsaw Jimmy “at his
worst.” As he put it during the 2004 interview, “When he used to comefoveinner
here in the late ‘70s he was often silent and looked unwholesome, itonuldly. He
would play steadily with his false teeth with his tongue — aitldsat's what it looked
like. But he never acted crazy. Once after dinner — | don’t knovthe@hde was
especially tired or didn't feel well, or what — he asked if bela sleep over. We were a

little nervous about it, especially as Jill, my daughter, wag yeung at the time, but it
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was already late and of course we couldn’t just turn him out. r Afiguiet night — for
him anyway — he left in the morning. | do remember him requestignog more than
once when he was here for dinner in the winter, and my going dorsnstéhe snow to
get him a quart, which he drank straight down.”

Together, Charles and Jimmy edited two literary anthologies: thd Birbadway
(1979) and then — a decade lateBroadway 2(which featured a cover by Trevor
Winkfield). The first came about when Charles told Jimmy how much he adanoeéd-
shot mimeo magazine that Jimmy had edited some years bé®o@outh From this
came Broadway which Charles still thinks of as “something between a mag and a
anthology” of poems and drawings. North remembers some mildadsamounding the
editorial process: “We met to hash out the (sometimes thassglg of contributors. He
was plenty tough, and had no use for some of those | suggested—tairigaslly.”
Once they agreed upon a list of contributors, they invited everyorsema ‘Us your best

poem (drawing).”

First Book

What will see us through, a certain calm
Born of the willingness to be not cowed
The begonia idea of the universe
And because life is so short
A way of being unfaithful like the tide
Minus its characteristic awareness.
—from “Elizabethan & Nova Scotian Music” (1974)

Charles and Paula began to socialize more with writers rdigstsa About a year

after the firstLineups in the winter of 1973, they were invited to Lita and Morton
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Hornick’s annual artists and poets’ party at their Park Avenudragat. Both wealthy
patrons of the arts, Lita also operated a foundation and press Kailelaur Books
Charles recalls being excited by the invitation. Chatting Wwahy Fagin, whom he
barely knew other than as the editor and publisher of Adventures in Réasggzine and
chapbooks, Charles mentioned a manuscript he was putting togetherhevittea of
self-publishing it as he had done previously vitheups To his delight, Fagin asked to
see the manuscript for Adventures, helped whittle it down editoraally published it the
following year as a chapbook with cover and drawings by Janeachezil(which also
delighted Charles, as he loved her work, and in addition she was draoseof, and
collaborator with, the New York poets who had come to be his heroes).

The book’s title,Elizabethan & Nova Scotian Musicombined the title of a
record album of Elizabethan & Jacobean music with a trip to NovaaScbarles and
Paula had recently taken as an homage to Elizabeth Bishop, one ofsNaxtbtite
American poets, who had written poetry about the Nova Scotian landsthpeaple in
collections like North & South and alsoQuestions of Travel With Schuyler’s
encouragement, Charles mailed a copy to Bishop and received anle&tmrn, in which
Bishop remarked that it seemed to her almost as though the bookekadwritten

directly to her:

Dear Mr. North:

Thank you for sending me ELIZABETHIAN & NOVA SCOTIAN
MUSIC (of course that title seems almost direct add@skto me!) — and I'm
glad you like “Cape Breton”, written so long ago now...

...I'm sorry your book didn't come a week earlier, when | was having
the “spring break” as Harvard calls it — now I'm sorry to bayn hard at work

again and | haven’t had time to do more than read through the poeyns ve

rapidly. | saw a great many things that | liked and thatested me very much.
Please believe that as soon as | can, perhaps on a weekem@|lyIread them
all over again and with attention and you'll be hearing from me again...
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Charles was disappointed that she didn’t in fact write again.h&uwtas hearing
positive things about his work from other critical sources. In a 1988wethe poet and
art critic Barry Schwabsky reminisces about coming actussapbook at the Gotham

Book Mart on 4% St. in Manhattan:

A'long time ago . . . a book with a fine landscape drawing on the cover

(by Jane Freilicher) caught my eye. I'd never heard of the poet, bahsam
this promised something out of the ordinary. It \Etizabethan & Nova Scotian
Music, Charles North’s 1974 Adventures in Poetry mimeo. | took the book home
($2.50 wasn’t much of a risk even then) and near the beginning (in a poem called
“To the Book”) | read this:

Open poetry died with Whitman.

Closed poetry died with Yeats.

Natural poetry was born and died with Lorca

and Clare, also with France’s Jean de Meun.

| was hooked. | knew this guy knew something | didn't—
something none of the other poets | knew knew either. | also saw thaathis w

something he somehow kept to himself, even as he offered it with open hands.
So it was the true poetic mystery.

Although it was a limited print and did not get much circulation outefddew York
City—and specifically The Poetry ProjeckElizabethan & Nova Scotian Musmade an
impression.

During the late 60s and early 70s, The Poetry Project at Sarktdvigas the hub
of the “second generation New York School.” Here’s how Charles pugaitly
humorously, in a little talk he gave at a Project Symposium in 198&herNEw York
School (subsequently printed in his book of es$dysOther Way“l remember in the
mid-to-late sixties how many poets around the Poetry Projg&rtly owned subsidiary

of the New School, were influenced biie Tennis Court OatandRivers and Mountains
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[both are early collections published by John Ashber@)’Hara, too, was such an
inspiration, even before most poets knew how much he had written and how lyarious
Koch had taught, literally, a lot of the writers who gravitai@daint Mark’s.” In the
talk, Charles expressed reservations about whether “make(g) teetedk about a New
York School of poets—or a New York School of poets—now? My currentfgadiyes,

but no. Or rather, it's not for us to say, but whatever we sarplsably important (if any

of this is) and will be used against us.” [The last quip is a partially jokingereferto the
mixed reactions the distinctly anti-establishment “New York Schguaets have
generated over the years.] School or no school, Saint Mark’s taiwiag social and

artistic nexus, and Charles Laurence North was part of it.

Fatherhood

Suppose | am not the uplifter of all | uplife,
in the same sense that the coal-black sky, scumbled and showing a
few red streaks,

doesn't exactly equal space.
—from “Day After The Storm Mounted, Then It

Dismounted” (2000)

Paula and Charles had their first child, Jill, the same year ltarry Fagin
published his first book. A son, Michael, was born 9 years laterer e years that
followed, Charles spent a good deal of time doing the things tha¢réatwvho are
involved with their children do: changing diapers, taking the kidshod, attending the
music and sports events they participated in, and seeing tat ithiély had as good an
education as could be found. Intending for Jill to go to the local pstiticol, which at
one time had a good reputation, they began to hear some things whickdrthdrh and
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wound up—uwith the help of grandparents—sending her to a local private sichbbad
the reputation of being the most like a public school. They weretablork out a
similar arrangement for Michael.

Charles continued to write when his children were small, but pestwork that
he was proud of only rarely. He characterizes himself evely tagla fast writer but a
slow finisher, who does “...a lot of scribbling, not much keeping, and afatunt of
putting away and later—sometimes much later—relocating (in leotbes).” Slowly but
surely, though, the books came out. In 1977, he published the chapird®kildings—
followed byLeap Year(1978),The Year of the Olive OflL989),No Other Way(selected
prose mostly about artists, critics, and poets, 1998)y and Selected Poelfi®99),The
Nearness of the Way You Look Tonif2101),Cadenza(2007), andComplete Lineups
(2008). His work was selected for inclusion in Scribner’'s Beserecan Poetry Series in
1995 and 2002, as well as in a number of other anthologies. And in tH@0#tais
sometimes tenuous position in the Pace University English Depdnimas reconfigured
with Pace naming him its first full-time Poet-in-Residence.

Raising a family occupied the majority of his time and enérgw Jill's birth in
1974 until Mike’s departure for college in 2002. Whereas some aatistoets see
family as a distraction from their work, Charles looks back uponntfia@cy, childhood,
and teenage years of Jill and Michael with pride and no smalk&egh nostalgia.
Having a loving family to whom he is responsible has partly if emdirely helped to
mediate the periodic resentments resulting from being overlookedhd poetry
establishment. Family life also helped Charles cope withitk@ess and death of his

own parents. Charles’s mother died of complications from emphydenmg the winter
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of ‘79/'80. Shortly after her death, his father began exhibiting fits¢ signs of
Alzheimer’s disease, from which he died eight years lateHowing his wife’s death, he
had remarried and moved to Florida. Charles and his sister both hadltgifin getting
along with his father’'s second wife. In the 2004 interview, heaciarzed his father’s
illness as “overwhelming” and “difficult to see past,” particiylaas he had to take over
most of his father’s affairs. Schuyler approached Charles arbistinhe and asked if he
would be his literary executor along with the painter DarRRgik, a request that Charles
turned down due to the practical and emotional burden his father’s condition had imposed
on him. He continued on this theme during the spring 2008 interview—pahke about
the difficulty in coming to terms with the necessity forking decisions for a man who
had seemed, even in Charles’s adult life, so capable and formidtsbldescribed a
recent, haunting episode in which he found a photograph of his fathedsotha end of
his life, when he was virtually insensible to his surroundingsr afime agonizing, he

decided to tear up the photo.

Literary Recognition

Aug. 4. I am in front of a larger college audience about to give my opening
Charles Eliot North Lecture, but before | can utter a word someone asks a
guestion and | spend the entire time trying to answer it...

—from “Summer Of Living Dangerously” (2007)

When asked about his career as a poet, Charles responded that onlgte %0s
did it appear to gain some momentum. Several fortuitous events tamek pla2001 he
was awarded his second NEA Creative Writing Fellowship; John Aghbs a judge,

chose his booKhe Nearness of the Way You Look Tonaghbne of 5 finalists for the
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inaugural Phi Beta Kappa Poetry Award for best poetry book ofdbe gnd he gave a
reading with John Ashbery at the Sackler Auditorium at Harvarddusity. Although
he had known John casually for years, this was the first occasioheahad actually
spent time with him. Prior to this he had been extremely shy in his presence.

The reading turned out to be a great success, although it was @ateglby an
altercation between Ashbery’s partner, David Kermani, and the’sy@omoter which
spilled over into the Sackler theater, temporarily flusteringriésgand threatening to
ruin the exciting evening) as well as the reading’s introduder,poet and Harvard
English Professor Jorie Graham. Actually, Charles was put bgff Graham’s
introduction, which seemed to him to have been put together hastily frokacbaer
copy on his books. As a result of the reading, however, a few hundrgdréiiand
M.L.T. undergraduates, graduate students, professors, and community meanberso
know North’s work for the first time. The Harva@timsoninterviewed North and Larry
Fagin, Adventures in Poetty Co-Editor (the reading was arranged because books by
Charles and John Ashbery had kicked off the newly revived press), anddidigiace on
the two poets.

A handful of honors have come Charles’ way over the last deadtleugh, as
John Jacob pointed out fthe American Book Revig®000) apropos Charled$ew and
Selected Poems‘Many poets respect what North is doing, but thg prizes and
fellowships have avoided him, and reading this book can see why. This is not the
material of the American Poetry Series. These gogould sooner be the fragments of the
poems in those types of books. Sometimes the fraigs@uld be the poem, and we need

poets like Charles North to remind of that.”
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In 2005 he was awarded his fourth Fund For Poetry Award, and in 2008 received
a substantial Individual Artist's Grant from the Foundation for Copteary Arts.
Apropos the Phi Beta Kappa Award, one experience affected him désplgnd the
other four finalists gave a group reading at the Library of Cosgtessted by Billy
Collins, then U.S. Poet Laureate. For Charles, as excitingaasjtthe event was bitter-
sweet because the winner, his former teacher Kenneth Kochn s advanced stages
of terminal cancer, and although he gave a heroic readingsitolavious to all that he
was dying. In fact, it would be his last large public readiefpre his death in July 2002.
Charles described watching Kenneth, who had lost a great deaéightwand was
enervated by sickness and chemotherapy, walk down the aisle Amtingk train they

took down to Washington, D.C.:

Kenneth walked by and | hadn’t seen him a while. His clothes borigm. He
had lost so much weight because of whatever was going on... time chd&new
he was very sick and | was actually surprised that he valignmthe trip. | think
he knew, although | don't think it was officially announced, that hegeasy to
get the award. We weren't told until we got down there.

When asked if he spent time with Kenneth during his final weeksrl€3s

responded:

| didn’t really see him in his final days. | couldn’t bring mys@ go to the
hospital. | think Paul [Violi] might have gone, and | know David $ftagpent a
lot of time there. Again, | never knew Kenneth that well, and néalereally
comfortable in his presence, any more than | did with Schuyleksbbery.
That'’s the trouble, at least for me, with heroes, and father figures.

Regrets and Ongoing Struggles

| don't find any single decision irrevocable,
feeling inadequate to life’s daily immensities, a condition
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of the unwillingness to act, for of the things that are human

the best is to be unavoidable, which doesn't make it any
better
—from “A Few Facts About Me” (1974)

At the end of the spring 2008 interview | inquired if he had any imgsegrets
about “the road(s) not taken” (e.g., whether he regretted not gettndg’thD. or
completing law school). We had been talking for nearly two hautkat point and the
sunlight was beginning to slant across the living room wall. Tisever was a flat “No!”
He thinks he made the right occupational choices, partly by wleated at the time like
an accident, though confesses to some regrets and occasiomakgstteshared by his
close friends Paul Violi and Tony Towle, whose work he admires maatg—as a result
of spending so many years in “the poetic shadows.” His omissionBravid Lehman’s
Oxford Anthology of American Poet(2006), published just after Carcanet Press in
England had included him as one of the 11 poets in New York Poets firgtheolume
consisted of Ashbery, Koch, O’ Hara and Schuyler), continues to ramhidegh he
understands the literary and social politics involved in anthology-makiaAtso, he
remains more than a little frustrated by what he describedl®91 lecture (“The State
of the Art,” printed inAmerican Poetry Reviewhe following year and reprinted Mo
Other Way as the poetry world’s “false reputations” (he thinks he pickedispphrase
from Kenneth Koch), which are recognitions based on factors héitlego do with the
merit of work. He touched on this theme in a lengthy lettewtode but wound up not
sending (also printed iNlo Other Way to theNew York Review of Boolepropos an

article on Schuyler by the noted Harvard University critic Helen Vendler
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[It was] as though she was attending to him [Schuyler] notusecahe really
liked or truly admired the poetry, but because he had won a pridebden

nominated for another, and in addition had published a book-length poem.

that sort of climate of readers and critics, it's hard togima poets getting their
due for the right reasons if at all — except occasionally...

Regret aside, Charles acknowledges that life has been good to kilasHbeen
happily married to a woman whom he not only loves but deeply adnaiseke also
admires and loves his two successful, well-adjusted children. inds it exciting—if
mildly ironic—that his daughter and her new husband are both succes$@siophiers,
one of the careers he chose not to pursue.

Charles is also grateful for his good health; he had open heartystogepair a
leaky heart valve eight years ago, and he feels bettanyithing, than before it.
However, he remains all too aware that the pig valve that wagally sown into his
heart lasts approximately 15 years, which means a future suogelace is more likely
than not. Looking back upon the surgery, he reports having been utterlypangokdor

the crushing post-operative depression that came over him:

...it [the depression] came over me; it was so overwhelming, awdsl so
depressed | couldn’t think of what had generated it. There aretheorges that
it has to do with the fact that you're on a heart and luaghime and your heart
is out of your body and there is this invasion of the self indbimplex way that
nobody fully understands. And in fact | wasn't really prepared usecahe
surgeon didn't talk about it, nobody did. But afterward | met a coafgeople
who had it and felt the same way afterward.

| asked whether he thought the depression was a result of ansaddeeness of
his own finitude, to which he responded that depression, according toleenahheart
patients, “...came with the territory with open-heart surgergd again that “...nobody

quite understands why.” He wonders if “...there may very well dtmes sort of

mysterious neurochemical component.” The operation occurred in June 200 on
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sixtieth birthday. Other than to Paula, he didn’'t say much to friabdst his emotional
state. “l don’t usually talk to people, other than my wife, about thbsws,” he
explained. When | pressed him a bit and asked whether he wishes héehdsl he
could share his more private thoughts and feelings with he wentsay:t6I’'m not that
kind of person, so it doesn’t bother me. We have these kinds of boundaries.”
Struggling with flat affect and periods of depression throughout shiatmer,
Charles was unable to do much writing, but did make some notes tlalategrused as
raw material for a poem he’d title “Summer of Living Dangusly.” He learned at
almost the same time that Kenneth Koch had been diagnosed with iaukednbeen
given a discouraging prognosis. Charles made more notes for “Suofniaving
Dangerously” the next summer, when Koch in fact died. (Charkds that Koch’s
illness along with his own surgery underlie the whole of the lgngtlem.) The poem is
in the form of a diary and chronicles 45 days (or clusters of)dfagm June 18 until
September 30 Below are a few of the more poignant excerpts. The firstiked by a
clever circumlocution that moves the reader’s attention away &atartling simile that

bears a striking resemblance to a leaky heart valve:

The pair of cardinals that zip around like flying drops of blood... let's
make that like ice-dancers, especially when compared to the deliberate
hawks.

The poem is packed with images and sequences that evoke transience. For

example:

June 29. We don't ordinarily think of clouds as minds, but they
exhibit some of the same forms of detachment, from “spacing out”
to “scattering” to disintegration. Plus the appearance at leastrgf bei
superimposed, more convincingly at certain times than at others.
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| am particularly struck by a large number of visual moments that comrtrinica

apprehension and fear:

| keep staring at the space underneath a large—sycamore trees it look
like, darker than one would image even in bad weather. Than |
would have imagined.

Well, stop.

These melancholic images are immediately transformed by funny adisurdi

scenarios:

Aug. 2. A water pipe crawled out of the woods.

Aug. 4. I am in front of a larger college audience about to give my opening
Charles Eliot North Lecture [Charles had in fact seen an Ashbery pyfileit

which inadvertently transcribed “Charles Eliot Norton” as “Chalkst North”

and he was very amused by that], but before | can utter a word someone asks a
question and | spend the entire time trying to answer it. | have somethttenwri

on a paper on top of the lectern, but I've never seen the paper before and the
writing doesn’t look like English...

Because of the reflective and at times dark nature of the poesoyptised
Charles when a friend told him that he thought the book read from tmeewer like a
standup comedy routine. “I am the writer, of course, but | thinksthegt plain wrong,”
he says.

When | ask what the hardest part of being a father has beedeLpauses
reflectively — stating at first that “It's a hard questito answer; | mean I've enjoyed so
much about it.” But then he goes on to talk about how he and Paula bstlseriag

their kids as much as they once did:

It's been very hard; again, this is something you usually aseasittt mothers;
and that's why | bring it up — | find it interesting. It's Ipeeery hard more so in
the last year or two, since Mike has really moved away fiwercity, and since
they’re so busy with their own lives. He’s very very busiysdery very busy.
So when we see them we have to make appointments and it nevidkenthat.
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And it's been that way with Jill for a while. She’s 34 now. Ast#’'s got her
own life, and she’s busy, and she’s married and all that. But Masalways
around, and though we talk to him regularly, we don’t see him often.| ke
him so much that that has been hard.

The Future

| like very much the notion that | will
Appear in another life...
—from “Madrigal: Another Life” (1974)

“What is it that you still want to accomplish?” | ask durirge tfall 2008
interview. On the literary front, he wants very much to publish a lwddke shorter
poems he has been working on, as well as a new selected poems, espeaatigNiew
and Selected Poen($999) has gone out of print with the demise of Sun & Moon Press.
He would also like to publish an expanded edition of his literaryaandssays. When |
ask about whether he would like to retire from teaching, hesdtaée he cannot do so for
economic reasons, although he would like eventually to teach, sayasseel semester
as a transition into retirement. For now, he still enjoys tegclaspecially in the Honors
program where he can construct his own courses. “And grandchildrasi? “Are you
interested?” He explains that he rarely if ever thinks aboutvitat he most cares about
is that his daughter and son are happy and thriving, whether oheyturn out to be
parents; to him, the question of children—and grandchildren—belongs ecaiiatd
them. | broach the subject of death and dying, but Charles stapS$Tioughts of death

are close to intolerable,” he says.
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CHAPTER FOURPAUL VIOLI

You have a scar on your left knee.

You are not a rich man

but you are not an unlucky man

for the gods ignore you.

Friday and Saturday are your lucky days.

You have crossed the oceans many times.

You have two children, one sings in his sleep.

Some people have done you great favors.

You will not have a long life

but an exciting and sloppy one.

Now is the proper time

to attend to home duties

and not neglect your Romantic Partner.

Avoid excessive respect for old people and symmetry.
—from “Dry Spells” (1981)

Behold once more with serious labor here
Have | refurnished out this little frame,
Repaired some parts defective here and there,
And passages new added to the same,
Some rooms enlarged, made some less than they were
Like to the curious builder who this year
Pulls down, and alters what he did the last
As if the thing in doing were more dear
Than being done, and nothing likes that’s past.
—from “The Curious Builder” (1992)

Introduction

Paul Violi comes across as a generous man who loves a gooddapghially in
response to the absurdist stories and scenarios that seem tagpbomilége. Over our
three lengthy conversations, Paul tells me about how his fan@ristmas rental, a
large house in West Palm Beach, Florida was infested with, fleaseh devoured
everyone but him; or how the publisher Lita Hornick loyally continueeérnploy a

printer even though he was going blind until one book (written by poet Afaldman)
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was accidentally printed in blue ink; or how he was once in a aah avith his wife and
kids en route to a holiday party that resulted in his being s@dtigith sauce from a
pasta dish his wife prepared, which led witnesses to think wheteyges out of the car
that his injuries were far worse than they were; or how His was bitten by a snake two
summers ago minutes after they had listened to an audio regastliBook 1X of
Paradise Lost He is a wonderfully entertaining conversationalist and is constehyma
open to discussing a range of topics from Renaissance litetatims favorite reality
television shows.

In his mid-sixties and handsome, Paul is 5'10” and has graying darkHa is a
heavy cigarette smoker, usually a full two packs a day. Rdilysiobust, he has the
hands, shoulders, and chest of a working man, which gives him a \thitys absent in
many of his contemporaries. By nature a gregarious guy, he speesling time with
friends in restaurants around lower Manhattan. However, he is &y private person
and has the reputation amongst friends as someone who tends to tleabtwécks
quietly and stoically, seldom confiding in others or asking for h&ipa similar fashion,
his poems generally lack the degree of personal disclosures comnoamfessional
poetry (e.g. the work of Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath, and Anne Sgxedrich Paul tends
to think of as “off-putting, unduly solemn, stolid, [and] serious.” Pawtwk, in
comparison, is much more experimental, and celebrates more tlaameitts. The late
Kenneth Koch, who played an encouraging role in Paul’s his caag@ithe following at
a Columbia University reading in December 1998: “The happinessxthieraent, the
appreciation of the values of things—from a chiffon dress to a reeket, presumably,

all there in the poet’s imagination and feelings, but, it m&ycovered over by what you
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might call the ashes of day-to-day experience that coveliseupdazzle. The fire needs
a good shake to get it going again, or to be attacked with a geihmPaul finds these
lighted matches where he goes.”

He has a reputation for finding day-to-day experience for nagteand cites
William Faulkner’s notion that the writer’'s job is “to create ofitthe materials of the
human spirit something that did not exist before.” Materials @xisveryday goings-on
(e.g. ordering a sandwich at a deli), seemingly innocatddeforms (e.g. the index of a
biography, television listings, or an apology note left on an Acurgiaj and other
books, especially history. In his own words, “Everyday goings-on,aoling, especially
history, provide a lot of nuggets, something that sets me oftith\bf what sets Paul off
is humorous. However, he doesn't like it when he is introduced anhgsads “funny”
and nothing else. From my perspective, this makes sense. Argmilarf with his
eleven books knows that in addition to being funny, he is at time<,tragiprising,
philosophically speculative, alarming, and touchingly reflective.

Paul is unimpressed by a good deal of modern poetry, whether the rioepde
language exercises” of Language Poetry, or “the self-adgriag style” of self-absorbed
poets. He believes that the best poetry is imaginative and invenitige frequently
anthologized poem “Index” is a good example of how he goes about makiogm.
The idea came to him while reading an autobiography by “an egidgiself-indulgent
man,” whose name he claims to have forgotten. Paul noticed thatithm’s egotism
seeped into the end papers, especially the index. “A differeraatbacame to mind, he
explains, “...one who was not quite the master of his fate, and an indix,itsv

fragmentary lines, suggested a way to catch both the quick, hagldmmnges such a
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character would endure and his increasingly scrambled perceptidghenf. As |

assembled the poem it began to resemble a chronology.” The first twenlipdw read:

Index

Hudney, Sutej IX, X, Xl, 7, 9, 25, 58, 60, 61, 64
Plates 5, 10, 15
Chilhood 70, 71
Education 78, 79, 80
Early relationship with family 84
Enters academy, honors 84
Arrest and bewilderment 85
Formation of spatial theories 90
“Romance of Ardoy, The” 92
Second arrest 93
Early voyages, life in the Pyrenees 95
Marriage 95
Abandons landscape painting 96
Third arrest 97
Weakness of character, inconstancy 101
First signs of illness, advocation

of celibacy 106, 107
Advocates abolishment of celibacy 110
Expulsion from Mazar 110
Collaborations with Fernando Gee 111
Composes lines beginning: “Death, wouldst that | had
died/While thou wert still a mystery.” 117

Paul explains that regardless of the many and varied jobs heotowkke money,
aside from teaching, none defined his identity. On the contrary, h&njes from an
early age that he was a writer, and wrote his first stiory sit the age of thirteen. But
after realizing that Jack London had already used the samia plat Build a Fire,” Paul
moved to verse. He liked the intensity of poetry and was iyitidtawn to the
“sentimental quatrains” of the Irish poet and friend of Byron, Thomasr#& (1779-
1852), although found lasting literary heroes in the satirical pdetse eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries and the early modernists of tife Cthtury while an

undergraduate at Boston University. Paul does not have a theooyvesytit is he
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always felt that he was a writer. Paul thinks the Roman poet Juvenal’s, ghaasethes
scribendi,” which translates to “an irresistible urge to write,” says.it all

Poetry never generated enough income to sustain his family. Hesanifdniof
forty years, Ann Violi, have two children, a boy and a girl, noeth in their thirties.
“Once you have a family,” he explains, “y@gramble’” The sheer breadth of Paul’'s
employment history is remarkable. Primarily a teacher, ftbenage of ten he also
worked as a drugstore clerk; a fur trapper (on the north shorerofutred Long Island); a
soda-jerk; a hardware store clerk, a construction worker; arfaatorker; a bouncer; a
surveyor in Nigeria (during time in the Peace Corps); a cl@ged; a substitute teacher
in the Beacon City School System; a writer and editor on vari@ganmnes; managing
editor of Architectural Forum a telephone book delivery man; a “traffic manager” at a
TV News station; a workshop teacher and director for the $&rk’s Poetry Project; a
special assistant to Buckminster Fuller; and an adjunct profesparetfy and literature
at Bloomfield College, NYU, Scarsdale Teacher’s Institute, $URurchase, Empire
State College, Mercy College, Pace University, Dalton Sclsmoyj-Sing Prison, Stevens
Institute, Columbia, and the New School. These days he teachasitieand creative
writing classes at Columbia, NYU, and The New School. This rexjhire to drive into
Manhattan from the Putnam County home he shares with Ann threerafafgaia week
during the fall and spring semesters and two days a week durisgrtimer. He teaches
undergraduate literature classes at Columbia, undergraduate seammhgraduate poetry
workshops at the New School, and writing literature classes isctie@ol of continuing

education at NYU. The exact number and configuration of classes he teaches varie
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Now 65, he will begin receiving Social Security next year, ciwhwill help
financially. Ann retired from a career teaching special needdren last year, so they
must keep a watchful eye on finances. Although Paul has no desietiré anytime
soon, he thinks it would behoove him to have a less frenetic schedole—<siffeine is
no longer as effective as it once was. This spring he damknuch coffee before a
reading at Bryant Park in midtown Manhattan and embarrassed lthinysshaking
through the entire thing. As he puts it, “I had so much coffeel tbatildn’t keep my

hands steady. You get to a certain age; your liver can't buffer the stuff.”

My Personal History with Paul and his Poetry

| first met Paul Violi in April 2003, at the Fish Bar in the Ea&llage of
Manhattan. Earlier that year, through my workplace, | befriendexnaer Columbia
student of Paul's named Justin Jamail. Justin, also a poet, invited me to arairs@ion
he organized every Tuesday night at the Fish Bar—comprised of Paul, Tony Travée, a
few younger poets and playwrights who had come through Columbia Uthyvershe
late 90s and early 2000s. | purchased a few of Paul’'s books ldtgedinawhich | recall
enjoying quite a bit, although 1 initially thought the work was stapstick. Increased
familiarity changed this impression and | later recognized irapressively large
emotional and intellectual range across his eleven published collections.

| got to know Paul better in January 2004 when Justin and | participated
reading with Paul and Tony at the Bowery Poetry Club in Manhafféen in February
2005 | asked him to read in my series at the National Arts QNdi.knowing his work

as well as | do now, | enlisted a former student of his named ARbed to help me

112



prepare the introduction, a paragraph of which reads, “From his reading of hisi@ii, a
down Canal Street, paintings he has seen, bad movies, all of tbealcéflbtsam and
jetsam and utter detritus that floats through our dreams andtgeksin our hair, Violi
creates galaxies—of diamonds if you please, if diamonds camidéosrepresent all that
is strange and wondrous, surprising and delightful in this our doomexitahfilove-
worthy world. He has no fear of the personal, but finds the soul mesgsting not for
its dark convolutions but for what it is able to create and experieexperiences, often,
of wonder, or of love—and for its ability to surprise itself. And sogoems wonder and
love and surprise themselves, and in the process do some pretthingstwith form,
some beautiful things with music and a lot else besides. They're also very funny.”
Three years later, in spring 2008, when | approached Charles, Tahyaanh
with the idea of doing a dissertation on their works and days, Paddatgréhe project
with a characteristically self-effacing joke: “I don't knevkether to think along the lines
of Stein’sThree Livesor Moe, Larry and Curly. No, seriously, it all sounds wonderful.

And as far as interviews and times go, you can count on all my help.”

Brief Life History

Early Life

Yesterday also has its leaves, newspapers
blown down the bare avenues

and streets of yet another city

entering the wide morning behind you, surprising
you that this light, often unnoticeable breeze
which constantly blows in your face,

which carries sights through your eyes

like leaves through air,

can move these cities farther away
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than islands driven by an ocean stream...
—from “Harmatan” (1976)

Paul Randolph Violi was born on July 20, 1944 in New York City. Hisilfam
soon moved to Greenlawn, Long Island. Paul was the middle child, witld@nbrother
and younger sister, with whom he keeps in regular touch. His matldefather were
born into first-generation Italian immigrant households in Brooklyn, NewkY They
met young, around the age of ten, and a family legend has it thiat fagher ingratiated
himself by throwing either a snowball or tomato at his bridbe@nd hitting her on the
butt. His father came from a family of fifteen that valubd arts. One uncle was a
prodigy on the piano and another received a master's in compariasngure from
Columbia University. Opera and jazz, notably Caruso and Ella Fizgewere
frequently played on the phonograph on weekend afternoons and at night.

Paul's parents moved to the rural north shore of long Island, wherdiblirco-
owned and managed Russwood Drugs and in time two other drugstores. Paul
characterizes them as “high end.” He and his siblings weri® pudrk at the age of ten,
stocking shelves and helping with inventory, and later working behinldinic counter.
Paul describes his father as a supportive, loving man who passespesssive
equanimity. “A determined, sensible man, he was also a genigtgems redhead.”
He never really got mad, rarely drank alcohol, and aside from engony of his having
said“There’s the son of a bitch!in response to seeing his former captain in the Navy
appear on one of Edward R. Murrow’s televised interviews, Paul camémber his
father using profanity. A World War Il navy veteran stationmedhe South Pacific, he
was quiet about his war experiences until his seventies wheartelstpening up more.

Paul gained a sense of what his father was like as a youngwmmam he read his
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wartimes dairies after his death in 1995. He learned, for egartiydt his father had
taken a long train trip to see the western United Stateshafitey drafted into the Navy at
the age of twenty-four. He also read about his father's expesemt a PC 173-foot
submarine chaser amid the threat of typhoons and “suicide bombads,also the
intensity of seeing the ruins of Tokyo after the incendiary bogsbhordered under the
command of Colonel Curtis Lemay.

Paul characterizes his mother, who is alive, though suffering dlementia, as
“supportive, though nervous.” She was “a pretty feisty lady,5des, “with two sisters
with whom she wasery close. She was full of vitality, very loving, and determined.”
Both parents were encouraging of his early interest in peettlymade sure to supply
him with anthologies of verse, which he read with great interest. Theyklced a good
deal of emphasis on education. They sent their eldest son, Petdreante following
year, Paul himself, to The Stony Brook School, an Episcopal daye@ading school
located in Stony Brook, not far from Huntington. Paul describes“gteppy”
demographics as 200 students, including “two Catholics, one Jew, twks,béal one
girl.” Morning chapel was mandatory and the boys were requirack&n gray slacks, a
blue blazer, and a blue and white striped tie. He was saddened tedesdly that Stony
Brook has taken a turn to “fundamentalism.”

After his sophomore year, Paul felt bored and no longer wantedettd &tony
Brook. At the time, a cousin was going to an all-boys Catlsshool in Mount Vernon
run by Marist Brothers called Mount Saint Michael's. His cousied it there, so a
decision was made that Paul too would enroll. He attended for his mmibsenior

years, boarding in Mount Vernon during the week and taking the trame to
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Greenlawn for the weekends, where he enjoyed “hunting, trapping, and Hawmifig
Paul describes himself as having been “very wild” during high schotlin a way that
generally avoided parental detection. Part of this had to dahatfact that Mount Saint
Michael’'s was closed for saints’ days, which meant that Paslfiee to roam around the
city with friends on days and nights when his parents thought he ttessliag class.
“My father wasn’t religious and my mother went to church on Susidagt every day
some saint was being celebrated.”

When asked to recount a memorable episode from his time at Mourit Sai
Michael’s, Paul tells a story of being smashed acrossatte Iy a brother and history
teacher named Brother Charles Patrick after a morning abseémfirst day of class.
Brother Patrick asked Paul to stay behind as the other bogsdiiie for class. Paul
remembers sitting there as Brother Patrick made his way uplélaghers—and then
cracked him across the face with an open hand on the grounds tias tedking during
the assembly. Humiliated and in pain, Paul spent a moment decidetgexior not he
should shove the man backward down the steep bleachers to theogymlfistead, he
took his punishment quietly, though vowed to himself that he would wathéoright
moment to retaliate. A golden opportunity arose at the annual stadatty football
game a few weeks later. “| tried to hit him every playguPexplains. “And eventually |
put him out of the game. He couldn’t raise his arms.”

Paul loved sports, whether football, wrestling, baseball, or trackialdd($hot-
put, discus and javelin). He also did a fair amount of dating froeady age [*]. Ann,
however, was his first love. Paul vividly recalls seeing betie first time. He was in a

boat with friends in Northport Harbor on the North Shore, and watchegrastya young
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girl swam from the shore to the boat and surfaced. Her fgmeased through the water
next to the boat and he remembers thinking that she was the eaasifid girl he had
ever seen. Ann was from nearby Centerport, New York. He hadber of girlfriends
through his teenage years but knew there was something singular Afr@  Like
Dante’s Beatrice or Petrarch’s Laura, she is the muse in many of pPaalns, especially
ones written during his twenties and thirties. Take the opening dihan erotic poem,
“Centerport, N.Y.”, from Automatic Transmissiong1970), the first pamphlet he
published—

her clothes slid off
with the ease that makes smoke rise

and we waded in gradually
two thoughts entering a consciousness
dove and came up

shining

and laughing as the water laughed
against her belly.

College, Peace Corps, and Journey East

*

We are undertaking a voyage
to an ancient island
separated from the continent
by more than water and dialect,
boasting on its own heritage
and rules of governance.
—from “Brochure” (1981)

Paul studied English and Art History at Boston University from 186066. He

says that he was not always a serious student and that hehatade wanted to read and
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not always what he was required to. However, some of his coursavter&sted him
quite a bit. In particular, he remembers influential upper |lgegre classes: one on
satire, one on Renaissance Literature, and another on Wordsworth andgéoldraul
claims that the great satirists—mainly Pope, Swift, Drydesitafe, Rabelais, Byron—
played a formative role in his literary sensibilities, in additto the Romantic and
Victorian poets and contemporary novelists like Amis, DonleaveyHamtiér. When he
wasn’t reading books, a good deal of his time was spent exploringrBdstnging out
with his friends, and dating a series of women. (It bearsiomémgy that during this
period he was neither seeing nor dating Ann on a regular bakis).explains that
Boston’s Back Bay, “...was a great place to be single and toy@aweown apartment.”
When it came to meeting other poets he had less success. “Thevhoen | met there,
who were deliberately making themselves known as poets, | dide’tmuch. They
struck me as pretentious. And also, at that time | was gr#iaff that... well... it was
good that I didn’t publish it. It was dull actually.” Much dfid early work was
influenced by the imagist poetry of Ezra Pound. Pound’s imagisivedets technique
from classical Chinese and Japanese poetry by stressinggreclarity, and economy
of language, and forgoing conventional rhyme and meter to compose ‘$edhence of
a musical phrase, not in the sequence of a metronome.” Paul'poetid stage (after
graduating college) involved writing cryptic symbolist poems thadre largely
inaccessible to anyone but himself. Almost all of this wods wurposefully destroyed
by Paul by late ‘67 (either thrown away or willfully lostie year Paul moved back to
New York after spending a little less than a year as aeP€arps volunteer in Nigeria

and then nearly a year travelling across Europe and Asia until he réebaid
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The Peace Corps required that he go out to California for traimngediately
after graduation, followed by seven months as a surveyor and rakgr nm Nigeria
(from December 1966 until June 1967). Paul reports that shortly after landingas, laa
number of his fellow volunteers literally turned around and went hwoinen they
encountered the heat and humidity and saw that the walls in plogtairere riddled with
bullet holes. Paul, on the other hand, had no desire to return—ls=glasg adventure.
Over the six months that followed, he completed maps and surveyed darttef
Nigerian Government, camped and hiked, rode motorbikes into remeaigeglthat only
seldom encountered white people, was attacked by various wildlife, vidéaldengue
fever and dysentery, and encountered tribes on the brink of a béoodwar. Seven
years later, in 1976, he published a book-length poem in 49 sections thatlear his
experiences in Nigeria. Calletiarmatan the book is the most transparently
autobiographical of Paul's works. A period review characterized it..accomplished
as most of Violi's work, but contains little of the language digios, tv-generation wit,
or structural fireworks of his other poems. It is instead amstiprosy, straightforward
series of impressions: “the impressions of a poet distanced frentsein order to report
them as objectively as possible.”

The narrative voice itHarmatanis set in the second person singular. When |
asked about this decision, Paul said: “I was talking to a diffgerson in a different
place, and given the abrupt transitions of the time, both seemed reit'ste poem
about memory, and each section is organized around a differentaplddbe rest of the
section clusters around it. To resort to a trite metaphor, itikeaputting down a bunch

of metal filings on a piece of paper and then placing a magnetnegadkrand then they
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all shoot together and form a dramatic, imagistic pattern.e&tw) one of those sections

is just what popped up, coalesced, fell into place. | would rememplkaca and then

other memories would cluster around that place. | wanted a posed lwan plain

language and direct observation.” Section five, for instanceinbeagith the line

“kaduna’s tin roofs glistening in the afternoon.” This line is indrately followed by a

series of images:

Peanut sacks piled into hundred-foot pyramids.
Groups of lepers and beggars

converging on customers outside of stores.
Streets thick with exhaust fumes.

Khandee’s heavy breasts.

Cock-eyed and hipless. Flowery skirt.

Keeping mosquitoes off you all night.

Sweet, stoned, perpetually drowsy.

Black leg next to a white leg in candle light.
Tongue leading a cool breeze over your skin.

[5]

Many of the sections contain funny vignettes and images:

Or:

Another invitation from the emir
to come over for a few beers

at ten in the morning.

[11]

Free sales demonstration.

Made it himself out of spare parts.
Muzzle-loading pistol

the length of a sawn-off shotgun.

How can he tell how much powder

to use when he’s pouring it in the dark?
[34]
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But just as quickly, the images coalesce into a darker human pdeaaltdepicts
such realities as superstition, prostitution, extreme poverty, teetef malnutrition on
children, and the haunting aftermath of tribal warfare:

Staved-in doors. Ransacked rooms.

And on the other end of Kano, right outside
the old city’s wall's eroded embrasures:
mass, unmarked graves

and past them, more fields, mud compounds,
bundles of firewood, children with bad teeth...
[31]

As is characteristic of much of Paul's work, a premium isgadagn the absurd
and strange, neither of which was lacking for a young Amendam hadn'’t traveled

beyond the United States:

An oven made by packing mud

around discarded fuel drums.

A tongue for breakfast.

Unsliced, lying in the tin bowl

as if it had just pronounced its last syllable.
[17]

Also in the montage are moments of arresting beauty and wisdom:

Fine dust above the goat paths
suspended in the sunlight

then drifting upward

as if the ground were raining on the sky.
[48]

*kkk

A cloud looks snagged on a tree.

Spring water flows off like excess clarity.
In the village, the women never stop

to take a breath, but sing

with the ease of a stream,

of the earth ceaselessly emptying itself.
[49]
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Feeling the build up to a civil war, later known as the NageBiafran War, Paul
hastily abandoned his Peace Corps assignment and attemptedsttherS8ahara but was
denied entrance into Algeria, so made his way, alone, to Céte d’lWwbieee he met a
young woman with whom he travelled to Paris. After a boefance, she continued on
to Ireland to visit friends, and he to Italy. Paul describes higrgss eastward as
follows: “Then | thought | would go to Greece. It wasn't so far awand then | figured
I'd go to Turkey, and once in Turkey | thought Iran is just down the @ad,went to
Iran... and that's how | ended up in Nepal eventually... | think of it allaa
accumulative blur. But it was a lot of fun; it was very intengs being an American at
that time was a blessing because it was such an admired cduotighout the world,
despite the escalating war in Vietham.” In a twist oéfainn was also in the Peace
Corps, happened to be in Turkey while Paul was travelling through it. But he didn't lea
she was there until after his return. A poemSplurge (1982) called “Anatolia”

remembers the Turkish winter with a consciousness of her presence:

Snow falling on the desert, snow falling on the sea, wake

up in between, wind filtered through bullet-ridden stop

signs, taste the cold spoon of dawn, the crazy birds are jump-
ing in their nests, your hair is my black moon, your lips touch
my ears, breathe the sound of beautiful new cars speeding
past me as | drive through Turkey again, only this time |
know you're there too, though don’t know exactly where...

Other poems contain images from his journey east. Examplegént$crounge”
in In Baltic Circles(1973), about India, and also a moment in the long poem “Wet Bread

and Roasted Pearls” that recalls a striking visual moment duringr@srtiBombay:

where one afternoon, leaving
that city on a slow, quiet train,
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trackbed raised

above flooded fields,

no land in sight,

| could see nothing

but sky mirrored in water

and the tremendous sun drawing
its hour-long reflection

across horizonless blue.

When | asked if his year travelling was the highlight of His e grinned and

said that it was the highlight of that time in his life, but that there have begnsinae.

Return to the United States

Paul recalls feeling let down upon returning to the United Stdtése end of ‘67.
Much of this had to do with where the country was in regard to Vietatsn, he felt a
growing disenchantment with what was called “the consumertgbade “conspicuous
consumption” at the expense of American values. Here’s how he charactesizssiim:
“...I went from places where sick and starving children were uligsitind then came
back to America and worked on a cruise ship and the contrast gaveipiash. Also, |
was very politically involved at the time in response to whatgeésg on in the world. |
mean LBJ and Vietham—and | thought the war was all a total shanjustification as
to why | should kill Viethamese. It didn’t make any sense to fime.not sure it was as
transparently a sham as the Iraq War, but | felt just asghrorCongress didn’t declare
this war and it violated every sense | had of politics and tmer&an Constitution.”
Although he attended antiwar demonstrations, the experience of becomitcalpol
active was educational. While he opposed American foreign pohey was
simultaneously critical of “the radical left,” which, in higrds, “[tried] to manipulate

legitimate protest to a more extreme action, or an exterdewhich is just to blast the
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whole thing apart... and | resented seeing the way they tried tbatlo. They took a
Constitutional right to speak up and took it to a place that remindeaf the Bolshevik
provocateurs...”

Luckily, he was never drafted to serve, and recounts his elation upog bei
declared 4F at his draft board interview in the early summeb6&f ‘Going into the
interview was jarring because he had been working as a clamraigd-ong Island, so
was tan and in good condition physically, just the kind of specimearthg was looking
for. He remembers changing into a button-down shirt on the wayetmterview and
buttoning it to the wrists and neck. Furthermore, he devised agstrat showing a lack
of interest in anything political. He figured that the govemimgas looking for any
attitude that was strongly held, the psychology being that somebpnevehemently
opposed the war could as easily channel that intensity into kNliathamese. Paul
figures that his apathy in combination with having contracted Derfguer and a
lingering extreme case of dysentery while abroad, bolstered byw score on the
intelligence test, disqualified him from the draft. Upon hearmggvierdict of 4F, he left
the federal office and did a series of cartwheels in thidrgatot before climbing into his
girlfriend’s Mustang convertible and speeding away into a beautiful sunftaercon.

Others of course were not so lucky. Two friends from Boston Wsityewere
drafted and came back psychologically damaged, drug addicted, acdfuola. One of
the two has written Paul and Ann one letter a month since 1969. &swibés these
long letters as incoherent and at times painful to read. elsmonally sent his old friend
a postcard but has not seen him since shortly after their geina 969 when they paid

him a visit in Boston. He drove them around the city making sound e#fedtsefusing
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to speak. Although the tragedy is overwhelming, Paul points ouhihdtiend’'s sense
of humor hadn’'t been entirely destroyed. Decades ago he [dr]frcame upon a
Holiday Inn “Tudor Room” restaurant that was being demolished and toekaséarge
portraits of sixteenth century aristocrats. He then proceedshtbthree of the portraits,
2x3 feet in size, to Paul and Ann as postcards by writing tdeireas on the back and
then placing several hundred stamps at the top right corner.

It is a marvel to Paul that some returned from Vietnam velgtiunscarred,
whereas others were reduced to lives of sadness and dysfuné&ar. discussed the
second of the two veteran friends in an interview he did that was published in Batsphy
magazine. In it, he recounts attending a David Letterman tagheg he came to New

York City for a visit:

| was with a friend | hadn’t seen in a while and | was disddyy the way he
looked. He was still a young man but Vietham and booze had turnedtbim
frail, trembling old man who had to use a cane. He hadtdk the show and |
thought that was an odd thing to do. He had a pal with him, augigvgo was
on crutches, and they had been drinking quite a bit. When weedrthe studio
the perky minions who seat the audience took one look at us aiukezh We
didn't fit their demographic. They didn’'t want us anywhere nezaraera angle.
| think we were wearing black raincoats. | naturally insidteat we sit in the
front row; they wanted us in the back row. We compromised andstatgd us
in the second-to-last row — in a cornraughter]

Marriage and New York City

And | like the sweet, weary feeling
of going sleepless, aimless through city streets,
have the action and ebullient tones
carry me like the first wave-borne beer can
to near a pristine shore...
—from “One for the Monk of Montaudon” (1981)
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After being declared 4F and working as a Long Island clam di§get, moved to
Manhattan and reconnected with Ann. The two were married on June 2%ri®6ved
for a while in an affordable apartment Paul found on the lowerst@dst Wanting to
make inroads into the downtown poetry scene, Paul had begun spendingrdime
Saint Mark’s. The Poetry Project offered reading series ondgly and Wednesday and
poetry workshops on other days, several of which Paul took. Althoughthbdethe
majority of his classmates were ambivalent about the mateziavas writing (not to
mention the quantity he was writing it in), he was encouraged bwydrisshop leaders.
The most valuable workshop of all, though, was run by Tony Towle, who Raugkt
was the most talented poet around the place. His initial impresETony was of a man
who knew art, music, and literature inside and out, and who was very much involved with
contemporary poets and artists in New York.

Tony was magnanimous in the attention he gave to Paul's work amagwl
share his connections, getting Paul and Charles (who Paul soomdedijenvited to a
host of literary gatherings. He was energized by thadskip that almost immediately
began developing between himself, Tony, and Charles. As he destrilfeseemed
like the three of us were just naturally compatible friends,ringeof humor, our take on
poetry. We became friends very quickly. There were a lottef atading and after
workshop get-togethers at bars. We were interested intliterayou know not just the
poetry scene. And our humor—our senses of humor complemented one another. We had
a lot of fun and | also learned a great deal from them.”

Paul found himself writing more than ever. Looking back, he feleéepish

about the “mindless prolixity” with which he sometimes wrote and plbd during this
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highly frenetic period. Although much of the work was later désedy some of it found
its way into his first pamphlefAutomatic Transmissions [ATyvhich came out in 1970.
To this day, Paul continues to have ambivalent feelings towa#lTiis not listed on his

official website, nor is it mentioned on his website or author websiin through the
Electric Poetry Center (EPC) of SUNY Buffalo or a modern Acam poetry website
maintained by Oxford University Press. It took a while befokedw it existed at all.
Another former student of Paul’s told me about it and suggested | gatler Bibrary at

Columbia to take a look for myself. “It's much different than amgtelse he’s written,”
the friend said. | ended up getting a copy through a West Virglmahkseller who

specializes in hard-to-find pamphlets. While | waited fooitatrive, | emailed Paul to

ask why it was no longer part of his “official” oeuvre, to which he responded:

Good question abouhutomatic Transmissiongiood in the sense that | never
clearly decided why I left it out, just knew | didn't want tolirte it for a number
of reasons and had and still have mixed feelings about it: f@l) that some or
all of it had been subsumed by the later bdolBaltic Circles therefore making
it superfluous. (B) | had outgrown it, didn't care much for it, andepded it
never happened. (C) | disliked the cover and still do. (D) Pampretsupposed
to be ephemeral, except the ones | still like and have etettegen to the rank of
book. (E) Sometimes | read it and think | should list it.

The pamphlet was published by a small press Paul co-founded Salaiten
Magpie Press, after a line from Ezra Pouridisan Cantogn which the poet refers to
himself as “a swollen magpie in a fitful sun.” At the timeitsf publication, Paul and
Ann, recently married, were spending the summer in New Hampshieee Paul was
working a construction job. In the evenings they would hang out wgtio@p of young

men and women in the area, one of whom was an artist and volunteerethéocdoer.

Paul agreed without ever seeing a sample of the guy’s walégiaion which continues
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to annoy him. The cover consists of a rather eclectic groupitdaok line drawings,
including the hood of a car, an old woman'’s face, a young seductivangeling, and a
small classical looking building behind a well-dressed man. “High school artl'sBys.

Regardless of how the cover looked, there was hardly any dimerty about it.
Things were happening and there was a lot of excitement inrthéaul describes his
life in NYC as a whirlwind of aesthetic and social excitemém nexus of which was
Saint Mark’s Church and the Poetry Project housed there, where he taught workshops a
was interim director, as well as serving for years on thesadviboard at the project.
The Poetry Project of that day was full of colorful personaliiad lots of interesting,
albeit erratically organized, workshops and reading series. ThiRdel to meet lots of
new people and to fill his schedule with readings, art shows, and gétd¢og He
enjoyed long nights of socializing with Towle and many other pedplated with the
downtown scene. In addition to all of the poets and painters heeadisg and meeting,
there was the excitement he experienced after encounteringaiti@Engs of Rivers,
Oldenburg, Dine, and later Grooms, all of whom he felt were @blreate beautiful
things “in quite original ways.”

Also influential was a postmodern turn in architecture that cdmwatan urban
centers in the late Sixties and early Seventies, nanmhelywork of Robert Venturi.
Architecture made him think and feel in ways that began havingteféa his writing.
“What appealed to me was the freedom, the openness, the allusivelngsy with
which they drew on the past to counteract the cold and brutal sevgatyknow—all
that concrete and sharp angles. What mattered was not a cleasalhbleak with the

past but a continuing homage to or conversation with poetry | loved.” éihe $egan
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writing a lot of new work and various people in the New York Cityerld took notice.
On May 11, 1972, out of the blue, Paul received a letter from Lita elgmihom he’'d
never met. Lita was the head of The Kulchur Foundation and publisheulahuk
books. She and her husband Morty were wealthy art collectors and patrorisad a
spacious Park Avenue apartment which they opened up each yeardenddey poets’
and painters’ party. The letter, which is short, read, “DeaMidti: | have seen some of
your work, and am interested in possibly publishing a book of yours sorae {f you
are interested, please contact me at the above address. I$igoars, Lita Hornick.”
He contacted Lita and soon after she publidineBaltic Circles—at 123 pages, his first
full collection.

Lita liked Paul immensely and ended up asking him to run a readires sri
MoMA in the late seventies and early eighties. She and MatyiaVited Paul and Ann
over to their home in New City and to their city apartment faner parties, where they
met many well-known “players” in the art world. Paul speaks abials generosity
with warmth and affection. After she became infirm — and Morty died of a heart
attack — he kept an eye on her and would escort her to dinner evefteiso “I liked

them a lot,” he explained. “It was the least | could do when she started to decline.”

Fatherhood and Life Upriver

*

Here—Welcome to Putnam Valley
New York
Population: 9,500
Elevation: Infrequent

—and luster there,
Where pollen so fine it drifted
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Through the screen, enaureoled
The cherry wood windowsill.
—from “Envoy” (2005)

In 1972 Paul and Ann were living 60 miles north of the city in Beattew
York, where Ann headed the English-as-a-second-language prograhe ischool
system. While they were living there, Helen was born. Aftergoa regular substitute
teacher, Paul was commuting each day to Manhattan where haejbhdvorking for a
newspaperThe Herald Even though he lived upstate, he continued spending many of
his non-working hours downtown with the poets and artists he befriended ®iace he
was on the train for hours a day, he used the time to write. Soméaftic Circlesand
his next boolSplurge(1982) were written while commuting. The poem “Boredomthin
Baltic Circles,based on a conflagration he viewed through a train window one evening,
is about the endless hours shuttling between the Hudson Valley and Manhattan.

After two years working athe Herald Paul found a good job as the managing
editor of Architectural Forum Ann, with a master’s in special education, found a job
teaching at-risk children in Westchester, so they relocated to Hfisfahor, where they
rented a small cottage on a large estate. In 1977 they ntowvedir current home in
Putnam Valley, several miles north of Peekskill. Their son, Aléeg was born shortly
after. Alexander was born with congenital health problems, wisigker a stressful few
years and near-constant worry. When | asked Paul (via emalgscribe the house he
and Ann raised their children in, he responded using the voice and forRPeoingsaver
real estate advertisement. | include this because it undesdumsePaul’s poetic method

can seep into the most prosaic of exchanges:

As a real estate ad in the Pennysaver might generoush2shgtory
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cedar shake, 3-bedrooms, spiral stair to guest room below, lawany r
office, living room, tile-floor dining area, 2 skylights, fullyg@ipped
kitch, 1 1/2 bath, fireplace, slate-floor screen porch, backyard patio.

Chipmunk condos, i.e. stonewalls, dry or masonry, terrace the leglge th
house sits on and cross the sloping "lawn" (mostly weeds anohar
cover: myrtle and pachysandra). The house and small piecepdrpy is
almost completely shaded by a canopy of (90'+?) oaks from wioels c
torment the occupants and squirrels scramble. Split logs arelyusual
stacked in sloppy cords next to a small vegetable garden fied the
shade. An 8x8 tool shed, once a children’s playhouse, is slowly falling
apart at the seams.

In the poem “At The Cottage of Messer Violi,” (1998) Paul humoroustgrilees

his Putman Valley home in more detail. The first few stanzas read:

The mailbox, painted dark blue,
sits atop a tilted cedar post.

It has a little red flag to one side
and it is altogether remarkable.

The Toyota in the driveway

is very old and is said

to have come from Japan.

There is in the hallway

An immense dogfood bowl.

It is made of iridescent pink plastic.
It is, as | have said, immense

and it is hideous.

In the kitchenette is a statuette
of Ceres, Goddess of Wheaties.

The dishwasher is a Kenmore
and altogether worthy of praise.

| asked if buying a home in Putnam County and having two smallhs¢atfeed
hampered his social and aesthetic life as a poet. Paulreegbidnat having a family was
inspiring and fulfilling and that he just went out there and did whatdeeled to do. He

vehemently rejects W.B. Yeats’ dichotomy between the lifethadvork, insisting that
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the two actively feed one another. “Energy is energy, and erperigenerates
experience, and if you're writing you're writing,” he explaing.wanted it all. It wasn’t
a dichotomy. | wanted a family; | wanted children; | wardgdb; and | wanted to write.
That Yeatsian perfection of a life or perfection of an art—I tlbay it and | don’t think
he did either. You learn a great deal about life by having a family, profoundly so.”

Becoming a father marked a new beginning, and a pleasant dma.atPaul is
very proud of his children, who live remarkably different lives. d#isghter, Helen, has
a Ph.D. in botany and lives with her husband in Florida where she dessifici
fieldwork in the Everglades. Alexander, unmarried, is a musiccamdsengineer, actor,
stage manager, personal trainer, and occasionally a ntuaehg had some modeling
success in Japan); he is easily recognizable at Paatisgs, being one of the few in the
crowd with a Mohawk and facial piercings. Paul reminisces dimwtwitty his son was
when he was little. For example, Paul and a three-year-oldvwdex standing on a dock
looking at fish and Alexander referred to them as “wobbly boykdok at those wobbly
boys,” he said with a smile. Paul later used the image in a poem.

Helen and Alexander make appearances in Paul's poetry—usuallyddades
that convey his abiding love of fatherhood. The poem “Little Testamentién shortly
after Paul’'s fortieth birthday and modeled on a mock testametiemvby the fifteenth-

century French poet Francois Villon, includes a few of these touching anecdotes:

Item To my son, Alexander,

| bequeath with love and admiration
The Arc de Triomphe.

And here’s why:

To commemorate

the golden attitude you displayed

in the first moments of your life,

the magnificent arc you made
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when the doctor

held you aloft in the cold air
and you twisted and turned,
scattering everyone

in the delivery room

as you pissed all over us.

Helen is included shortly after:

Item To my daughter, Helen,

I leave a prime Elysian lot,

that island-meadow

you rode into

late one afternoon

and let your horse wade at will,
stir up wildflower

and milkweed

in the purpling blue,

so that the silver seed

hovered far around you,

made you smile

amid innumerable smiles

and raised in a casual swarm
years of waves and glinting wings.

Poetic Turning Point

We, the naturally hopeful,

Need a simple sign

For the myriad ways we're capsized.
We who love precise language
Need a finer way to convey
Disappointment and perplexity.

—from “Appeal to the Grammarians” (2007)
Paul's second collection of poemSplurge was published in 1981 by Bill
Zavatsky aSun Pressnd is seen by Paul as a poetic turning point—or at the \astyde
more realized version of what he begannrBaltic Circles He wrote the following to

me in an email about the book: “I used to th8pdurgewas a big change, but now I'm
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not so sure. Flipping through Baltic Circles[IBC] | see poems in various forms and
characters: excerpts from imaginary magazines, calendargesdiablurbs, mock
travelogues, realistic narratives, surreal travelogues andtimestamagazine galleys,
reportage, anecdotal pieces, take-offs on famous poems, distorted somubtsamka
and haiku, gratuitous jokes. All seem to be continued — to bettet,dffike to think —
in Splurgeand later books. One thing that fortunately fell away wagsrtis¢y, mushy
obscurity.”

The first poem in the collection, “One for the Monk of Montaudon,” wagilied
by translations of troubadour poets. Paul came across the madtlk’sséings about
things he disliked. As Paul explains it: “I thought | could waiteng lyrical poem using
that concept of a list, a catalogue really, but make it mé&eedlicelebratory ode... So, |
included things | didn’t like in addition to things | did like; and what me going was
writing about things | didn't like... like Mormon Architecture ... ad iflid... and that
got me rolling.” The poem is an appreciation of the incidental moments thalifélleand
reflects what Kenneth Koch meant when he introduced Paul in 1998 aswahoofnds

lighted matches where he goes:

And the sight of a cat, undisturbed,
curled in the sunlight, pleases me;

or ketchup smears on table mats

of Venezuela and its hideous flowers;
or the sight of boys splattering peaches
against an ancient stone wall.

I just like to sit back and take it all in,

watch the sea and sky move together

like memory and imagination,

move me out of a dripping indolence

to a dripping cathedral, like Chartres,

(“walls of glass, roof of stone”)

where | can stand outside, see

whatever a summer sky can do, doing it all at once...
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Although Splurgewas met with positive reviews—even getting national attention
with a laudatory review written by David LehmanNewsdayhat characterized Paul as
“one of the most inventive poets around’—the 80s were a period of persmmstion.
For starters Architectural Forumhad folded in 1974. A series of jobs working for
various commercial or trade magazines left Paul with a bad tadtis mouth. Most
notable was the period he spent working for a magazine ddikedhandizing Weekly
Though the job came with the perk of flying around the countryqiired him to write
about “fucking washing machines sales.”

Paul began looking around for work as a teacher. Earlier, affbig students at
The Poetry Project who were college professors asked him if hiedveo teach college
courses. And so he began using his contacts to find jobs. Likecobege adjuncts, he
began piecing together as many classes and workshop gige@asldhebeginning with a
job teaching at Bloomfield College in New Jersey, followed loykshops for Poets &
Writers, Poets-in-the Schools, and courses at Scarsdale Teatmsitute, SUNY
Purchase, Empire State College, Mercy College, Pace Unetslton School, Sing-
Sing Prison, Stevens Institute, and classes at New York Univer$itg teaching and
intellectual preparation were fun, but the experience of as ngania classes dispersed
across various campuses (several of which were in differetésytavas draining
physically. He very much enjoyed teaching despite the logistibsurdity of it all.
Besides, if he felt tired, cigarettes and coffee usually kelge the trick. Not

temperamentally suited for corporate business, Paul felt thigvpoetry and teaching
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poetry pulled things together for him, giving his life a fullness amegrity. He also

liked the ever-changing schedule, which abated his dread of routine.

Affiliation with Kenneth Koch

Some people have done you great favors.
—from “Dry Spells” (1981)

Paul met Kenneth through Tony at Saint Mark’s in the early 70s, but djeinto
know him well until the early 90s. In 1993, Paul was asked by frien&ngland to
curate an exhibit for a museum in Ipswich. The idea came to dido tKenneth’s
collaborations with painters. He phoned Kenneth and was pleased dlgdridriend’s
enthusiastic response. The two ended-up traveling to Ipswich ¢ogett then after the
opening arranged two weeks of readings around England, which wasugreaid a joy
for both. One seemingly trivial incident seems significant. oA¢ point they were
driving north with their British hosts and Kenneth decided that to pessirhe they
would play a game Kenneth invented (extemporaneously) called “Mditte game was
a parody of Sunday morning talk shows, which meant that when itauagwyrn to speak
you had to be dull and uninteresting. The job of the others wa& ypoasa question to
which you gave a response that would then be evaluated according teemibdtad
somemerit; certain merit; or ithad merit (and the duller it was the higher the rating).
Paul explains that he was sitting in the backseat and was hathg-over because they'd
been drinking late the night before and managed to get themselved kigkof a pub. It

was Kenneth'’s turn to ask Paul a question:
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And he had asked me this question about teaching and | gave hiemsiisr
and he turns around from the front seat and stares at me for algosédonds
and he says, “You'reeally a teacher aren’t you?” And | had just given this
answer showing complete jadedness about grading papers and tlEdgmiac
And then when we got back, | don’'t remember how long after but leel as& to
teach a class on Eliot because he was going to be out of town.

Paul walked into the class on the appointed day and was astonished to f
himself in front of an auditorium of Columbia students. Kenneth’'ssesuwere wildly
popular; over the years he had assumed a legendary status within the Eagastment.
The students sat there ready to hear Paul’s take on T.S.dalegf the most influential
and challenging of the Modernist Poets. As he explains it,filereber teaching this
class and | was startled at the end because the students appl&aiden after, Kenneth
sent a case of champagne, and then he phoned and asked me to teach eattedrs
Imaginative Writing.” It was called “imaginative” by Kaeth to avoid the self-
absorption so common in workshops. The course also had a strongriteanponent.
Because Paul also shared ambivalent feelings about poetry thabavaelf-referential,
he thinks that Kenneth pegged him to teach the course. And whearecyapened in
2000, Kenneth asked if Paul might like to teach the class on a permanent basis.

The class, however, was cancelled after Kenneth died in 202 aige of 77.
The English Department, which took issue with the fact thawas billed as an
“imaginative” class, moved it across campus to the Creatitgngy Program. Paul was
unhappy about this. No longer able to choose the students he wantedticthadnas
forced to take any student who signed up, which often led to a worksHdfeeh or
more. But wanting to keep an institutional affiliation with Columlbia,taught under
these conditions for two years. Luckily, he was approached blgellRosenthal of the
English Department who told him that he was welcome to come toatke English
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Department to teach literature seminars, provided that he promigdd teach creative
writing. Happily, Paul traveled back to the English Department meghn teaching
seminars based upon departmental needs, which have included coursesr@n Sati

Modern American Poetry, and early twentieth-century British poetry.

Regrets and Ongoing Struggles

And when the smoke alarm,

its battery worn down,

began to beep, the signal

at first indistinguishable

from the birdcalls

but the growing louder,

triumphantly monotonous

in their absence, | remained

Three down:

A man of my word.

And that word is

Fifty-five across: Disingenuous.
—from “Wet Bread and Roasted Pearls” (1993)

Toward the end of our second interview, | asked Paul about life stugglp to
that point | had focused on events surrounding the emergence oftisis aentity.
Despite being warned by a mutual friend that it would be diffitoltget personal
information out of Paul, especially for a dissertation that couldhiatly be published, |
had found Paul forthcoming on almost every question | asked. Whemé walife
struggles, however, he was vaguer in his responses. It soon became thweuthat
there were things that he simply wasn’t going to share. @may questions was in
response to the Pataphysics interview he did with the Australitor €eo Edelstein. In

it Paul mentions a period of time in which he was mourning. Tompiing question
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was: “How do you go about finding material for your work? Do you @iégntion to

your dreams?” Here is Paul’s ironic response in full:

As for dreams — | rarely have memorable ones, or any that mekkink there’s
a nascent poem in one. What | imagine is generally monedtiteg than what |
dream. My dreams are either too explicit, often enjoyablyosoobviously
symbolic. For instance, | was mourning recently and | had two drehat
struck me as extensions or enactments of the loss | wasgfeeld suppressing.
In one | found myself searching through fallen leaves that weideinsy house.
| was on my hands and knees on a stone tile floor, reaching under, loakesy
for something I'd lost and was unable to grasp. | was bereft almhc
determined. The leaves were crisp, some were lank, fredlely,fand they were
piling up fast. 1 finally grabbed a broom to clear them awayhmitriore | swept
the more there were and there was no telling how they weeeirgg the house
and the whole dream plot was a re-enactment of a realizatidre ofétrievable.
Days later in the second dream | was trying and failingntberstand, to decipher
a language that | couldn’t use to articulate the sorrowt.l feduspected it might
be English, but the words weren’'t understandable, no arrangemmsdé¢ m
syntactical sense. Every attempt to make a statemardd into questions. |
was questioning the very language and there were no answerteverha
language it was, ultimately all of it was reduced to a pflashes, except for
these newly forged question marks, very large shiny metatignanarks that
lay in the ashes. | noticed they had a somewhat elegaghdé&s, to answer
your question: No, | rarely derive poems from dreams.

When | asked whether he cared to specify on what it wagasamourning, Paul
responded “No, not today.” Consequently, | made a decision to coudulnsgquent
guestions in general terms—asking him to share a story aboutod pétime that was
especially challenging. This technique, drawn from McAdalifes story interview
protocol (1995), requires the subject to recount a nadir experience,ddefirdcAdams
as a low point marked by unpleasant memories. In the words Atl&tes, “What
happened? When? Who was involved? What did you do? What were you thinking and
feeling? What impact has the event had on you? What does the saye about the
person you are or were?” (McAdams, 1995) Paul answered my versibis glery in

honest, yet general terms:
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You take it as it comes. Either something good comes alonga&ed you --
helps shift your attention, or something worse comes along... Life is fast...

Wanting more detail but careful to avoid pushing him too far and conpedahe
trust | felt | was beginning to earn, | thought it better tg Slpecifics and ask about his
method for dealing with life’s tragedies. He responded, “You knowphease ‘above
all, endure?’ There’s a little truth to that. Simply to widmst things is a virtue. In other
words, the crudest or simplest virtue would be strength. You eedtiat there’s
something to be said for just being able to withstand things beothemvise whatever
else it is you need to deal with things just isn’'t there if g@weduced to a mess and
you're no good to anyone else. Generally, human beings are pstignt. | mean
everyone gets ambushed... and others often have worse problems.”ag¥kenvhether
therapy ever played a role in his own process of getting “uphefffloor,” he said it
hadn't—a fact he chalked up to either culture or genetics. ‘‘@epeople are made
certain ways,” he explained. And on a philosophical note: “You mold gbbursas a
result of looking at what you’re made of — or how you act — in hopesh&rethanging
the way you are, or staying the way you are. So, introspedtionportant. But self-
absorption is something else... especially in terms of whining or canmga | mean |
can complain, sure... but not in public.” | asked if this was why hedadopersonal

confessions in his poetry. Paul took a moment and then responded:

Poems are based on feelings. And whether those feelings areyednw a
personal sense or as a product of what the imagination canhtsge feelings
into: that's the beauty... that's the pleasure of writing poerhanean your
personal feelings are crucial material but you want tkensmething out of it.
Otherwise where’s the challenge? | mean just writing thiltoyen the way they
are you're more of a scribe of your self-absorption as opposed tmaking

something that didn't exist before, or by taking something in a differesttain.
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By doing that you become more inclusive; and you can do more with it.
Creativity is liberating, an extension of one’s self.

Paul did mention that there were some ways he thinks he could hawva beter
husband and father, but was careful to point out the futility of apmawn too hard on
oneself. “I look back and wonder if | could have been a better fatteebetter husband.
But of course you want to do some things differently in retrospeoti d6 the best you
can. It's nice to kick yourself in the head once in a while but not too often.”

Paul is aware of the important role humor has played not only ipdesy but
also on his outlook: “I think being a human being, things happen to yaw h¥#ve a
sense of the absurd; you have a sense of your own shortcomingsaw®a lsense of
how things could have gone differently if... if... if.... If you believe in freewill—which
do—you have to have a sense of humor. And | think my humor is based on the
contradictory aspects of my own nature as well as the wagsthiappen. Good things
happen; great things happen; sad, tragic things happen. | think my isutieorin with
that. And if it's harsh at times it's because I'm prettyshann myself; but if it's benign
that's because | have an understanding of myself as a meral.mdpoetry for Paul
operates in a way that’'s analogous to humor and absurdity. Asites in the poem
“Dry Spells” (1981), “You have a deep sense of the way / proprietyadsdrdity
complement each other.” Both poetry and humor are a means by whramgform the
raw material of living into something celebratory, or at theyJeast, into something
palatable. It is a way of converting regret or sadness iatething larger, and
inherently life-affirming. A short poem called “Written In Ame Of Worry And Woe”

from Paul’s most recent collectioByernight(2007), illustrates this point:
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| stopped and leaned over the footbridge rail.
Far below, roaring by the library,

The stream plunged through deep winter with force
That follows a spring thaw, re-enacting

In a short stretch its ever-varied course.

| watched it flow clear under clear black ice,
Churn frothy under gray, tunnel and swirl
Under snow, pool and spill, then slide over
And under overturned stumps and debris.

| watched until | thought: February—

The apex of the year, and felt so far

Above the sum of whatever I've known

Or seen or done that | couldn’t care less
What | must have lost to feel so cold and free.

The Future

There it is again, the future,
and it looks the same as the last time | saw it.
—from “Melodrama” (1981)

Paul is pragmatic when | ask about his hopes for the future. Ahhbeg
envisions writing at least one considerably long poem and hopes to paldisiected
with a major house, his primary concerns are financial in natusgant to clear the
deck, and make sure that everything’s right for my family. | da@Eint to leave my
family any trouble to take care of. You want to set things right and ggsthirorder.” |
ask if he thinks about his own death and he jokes that he does so mdatravy as a
result of the advertisements put onto television by drug companiesallyFi ask if he
believes there’s such a thing as a good death—to which he responte’shabt sure

such a thing exists.
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CHAPTER FIVE:ANALYSES

Research Review

| am interested in the role art can play in the processedrmd.li Using a Study (
Lives approach, | have presented biographical portraits of threeYekvCity poets
organized according to Gail Hornstein’s (1994) insistence“Ehary biography has 1
find a form that naturally shapes itself to the form ofsiigject’s life” (Hornstei in
Franz & Stewart, 1994, 63). Although I utilized sestriactured interview protocols a
schedules, | made sure to give my subjects leeway when é twahow they chose to t
their stories. In the present chapter, | will make spep#8ichologicaclaims about th
role poetry has played in each life, with interest in three ¢hir{@) the factor
surrounding the emergence of poetic identity; (2) the “grammaitfiefvork producec
and (3) the way of being in the world (Stein, 1926) that the wogerders in the life.
am especially interested in gauging the degree to whidinga certain kind of poe
(or kinds of poems) offers the writer psychological utility.

In my analysis, | use the double hermeneutics of philosopher Paul R{¢S&0).
who characterizes regression and progression, respectively, @&olagh and teleoloc
(Ricoeur, 1970, 494). I€ivilization and Its Discontent§1930), Freudlikened the
psychic history of an individual to the archeological sedimentsatlerie city oRome
Archeology looked to the pastthat is, to complexes of early history that continu
inform an individual’'s behavior and perception dflfs others, and environme

Teleology, on the contrary, is concerned with future-oriented developmecbiding to
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Ricoeur, the two form a dialectical relaighip within the narratives and life projects
adult individuals. Artists and other creatoras—evidenced in Freud’s monograph
Leonardo (1910), and Ricoeur’s book-length response to it (1970)—roakadellen
case studies because tlepend much of their lives engaged in creative endeavors.
for example, explains that as a young poet he wantece&tethings that were “elusive
and “wonderful.” Paul cites William Faulkner’s notion that tir@er’s job was to crea
something that didn’t exist before out of the materials of the huspait. And Charles
too, wants to do new and surprising things in poems, including makingy pogtof “the
most unlikely materials.”

My analyses, once again, are informed by Larkin et al.’'s (20@@)pretive
Phenomenological Analysi@dPA), which revolves around thexistential claimsand
objects of concergonstructed by a subject. | actively draw upon Larkin et @066)
two commitments: (1) a phenomenological commitment to give voitke claims an
concerns of a subject; and (2) emerpretive commitment to contextualize and
sense of claims and concerns from a psychological perspecke#owing a mode
developed by Rosenwald (1988), | remctoss the profiles with a desire to unders
differences and similarities in what it means for three inldiais to be poetslt is hopec
that this dissertation wibbffer research and applied psychology a framework for thir
about the role art can play in the experience oheelf and identity. Additionally,
hope that my findings can be generalized beyondideifitified artists to encompass

individuals who “move beyond themselves” through creative projects of all stripes

Factors of Emergence
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My research led me to concur with Freud’s claim that “aliugeely creativ
writings are the products of more than a single motive and moresihgle impulse i
the poet’s mind, and are open to more than a single interpretaticud(FL900 266).
As towhythey felt called to poetry, my subjects drew a blank; they wenéent to leav
that a mystery. All three claimed that the creative impwiae neither wholly conscio
nor rational. Tony, for example, said that he didn’t decide tteveat was impelled to ¢
so. He explains that after writing his first poem in May 1960 ekgerience beg:
working on him “below the surface.” Somewhat analogously, Charles dssi&
although he hadn’t yet begun writing poetry, “something was simmeinderneath
when he quit Harvard Law School in 1963. And when | asked Paul why ihevavrote
he quoted the Roman poet Juvenal, who wrote “cacoethes scribendi,” vemslaties t
“an irresistible urge to write.” Although it is impossible taeteninewhy each bega
writing, | found that developmental, psychodynamic, and sogital perspective
proved useful when hypothesizing why each of my subject’siartistation emerge

whenit did.

A Developmental Perspective

Developmentally—and here | draw from the work of Erik Erikson (1996)tk-
Tony and Charles became poets during the fifth of Erikson’s pgyfthosocial stages
development, which is characterized by a tension between identitye @né hand, ar
role confusion on the otherThe developmental challenge at this stage involve
process of unifying one’s various identities (e.g. son, student, ramaatitner

employee, friend, etc.) into a consolidated identity. This is comyrtbolught to occt
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by the end of the years inhich young people attend college and/or prepare

productive adulthood in the workforce. In the words of Erikson, “...it is thailityato
settle on an occupational identity which disturbs indigidyoung people” (Erikso
1950, 262). Erikson alsorites about how a young person’s search for a consoli
identity may result in a reflexive rejection of identitiestticanflict with the newl
consolidated one. Healthy ego development, though, requires that incividiggrat
many components as jppsed to rejecting them. Failure to do so could result

ongoing struggle to integrate the various identities and somid that make up one
adult life.

It seems plausible to hypothesize that for Tony the diedpting event c
Monica’s unwatked pregnancy and the subsequent sickness of the infant, compoul
a need to quit Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Serviteckwhad been
longstanding dream of Tony’s to attend), caused a confusion ofsmiesvere that it le
to suicidal ideation. Poetry came into his life accidentalip—unintended consequel
of strolling in a “beat” coffee house in May 196@r€d stuck as a personal and sc
identity. Wheaton and Gotlib (1997) write about how &fsrupting events that are 1
buffered by psychosocial resources often result in identity chahgesmdure over tim
Galvanized by a sudden dest@ be a poet Tony decided to cut his personal
professional ties and start over—a decision he characterizeghathe most precipitat
and necessary of his life, as well as the least defenfsdile a conventional point
view.

Charles didn’'t begin writing poetry until he was twefitye, roughly five year

older than Tony was when he started writing. Although he was a gingmnie@age
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clarinetistand won prizes for his prose writing as early as grade school, teatg
values were such that it was hard for him to think about anythireg tdthn a “propet
vocation, e.g., lawyer or businessman like his father. He begangypibery after tryinc
his hand at several professional identities, including a brief istitaw school and
period of time working in the editing world. Through poetry Chanlas able to craft
personal and social identity out of a project (writing pge#yd a profession (teachi
literature, prose writing, and eventually poetry) that helpedihtegrate an...evolving
configuration [of] constitutional givens, idiosyncratic libidinal neddspred capacitie
significant identifications, effective defees, successful sublimations, and consi
roles” (Erikson, 1950163). He was able to live a life in which he created things
aesthetic nature and made a living, no matter how modest. With’'sPaufgport, h
settled into domestic rhythms and became a dedicated father and Englisbgorofes
Tony and Charles are individuals who fell into poetry as opposed g badier
with the impulse early on as Paul claims he was. However, both intimataia degre:
of inevitability. In response to a Ggt®n posed by Sarah Fox in a 2004 inten

published inverse Charles says the following:

SF: Do you have an opinion about poets or artists being born, or somehow fated to have
what Nabokov called “the divine spark”?

CN: “Fated” to be an artist is an intriguing idea. Often peaglpear to fall into things,
more the work of chance than fate. But it's tempting—I'm somes tempted, actually—
to see finding my way into Koch’s class, etcetera, as somehow inrthe ca

Here, Charles distinguishdgtween “fate,” on one hand, and “chance,” on

other. Chance implies that becoming an artist may be randbenproduct of
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particular set of external circumstanceshereas fate entails having an artistic callin
talenta priori.

From a develomental perspective, Paul differs from Tony and Charles be
he claims having felt as if he were a writer from eaHijJdhood, and specifically a pc
by the age of fourteen. Unlike his friends, he had difficulty rexcpla specific tim:
when he begathinking of himself as a poet. “l just always have,” he exptin# is
possible that some of this had to do with the fact that his pareintshe describes
loving terms, encouraged him to pursue whatever it was that grabbattemson. Fc
instance, when he expressed an interest in the poet Thomas Moore, his pae
quick to buy him poetry anthologies. Becoming a poet for Paul wdseneitrefuge nc
a search for self-realization. Poetry was one of the mayg \Waul’'s parents permitted
him to engage in a type of playfulness that Pablo Picasso taiced was significant 1
his becoming an artist.

According to Erikson (1950 the fourth psychosocial stage of developn
particular to school age children, involves a struggle betwekrstry andinferiority. A
child that develops basic trust, autonomy, and personal initiative haaght by Erikso
to be set for an industrious “entrance into life.” This entranceesoim the form c
specific tasks and requirements that move him beyond “thebwof his family”
(Erikson, 1950 259) and into a world of tools and projects that create ager
inferiority. Encouraged by his parents to pursue self-seleatedt$—whether sport:
employment at his father’s drugstore, or writing—Paul develogsoagsense of self-
worth by refining his skills on the athletic field, as a laboead as a young writer

“intense sonnets.”
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A Psychodynamic Perspective

As a researcher with a phenomenological approach, | am chanalysis that i
narowly wedded to any single theory. As Nielson (1999) demonstrétesgh, ther
are times when theoretical concepts can be located in drifleer article orblack holes
as sites of narrative construction, she locates the residuanpee®f an unsolvec
oedipal conflict in the autobiography of an elderly Norwegian n&imilarly, a Freudia
perspective helped me to think about the emergence of Charleit artisation. He
grew up in a house filled with music and books, but although his feghdra great de
and studied classical guitar, Charles’s connections to both musicoakd have muc
more to do with his mother, who wrote professionallyTtbe Brooklyn Eagland was a
accomplished amateur pianist. It is suggestive that one o&thehildhood memorie
Charles shared was his mother’s practicing piano while henwtag iroom, and the de
feeling of sadness which remains attached to the memorytheOsther hand, one of |
happy childhood memories is going with his mother to thallbranch of the New Yo
Public Library and returning with armfuls of books. That he wagvilredo music as &
adolescent, and then to writing as a young adult—two of his mothame pmterests—
seems significant.

Charles took up clarinet at the age of l&r-age when a number of his frie
began to play instruments. But by the time he was 12 or 13, madibdcame &
important part of his life, almost certainly filling emotionaleds. A classic Frelian

idea seems relevant here: a young boy’s ddsir the libidinal attention of his motr
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will be thwarted by an active or imagined impediment posed byfather. Charles’
father had emerged from the Great Depression as a successful bnamésko had als
earned two law degrees), and he encoutdge son in the same direction. Music
literature, while appropriate for leisure time, were not thgswa make one’s way in tl
world. Yet the latter were where Charles’s real interastsabilities lay. It is only in h
late twenties that he is finally able tontradict the family expectations and purst
“non-traditional” profession-ene without the financial promise of either law or busir
It is tempting to interpret Charles’ departure from music andesulent discovery
poetry as the resolution, in Freudian terms, of an oedipal-like cen8minehov
resolving what Freud considered the murderous impulses (and consequénifghit
son towards the father as barrier between son and mother. It isamtpior recall the
Charles was uncomfortable when | asked him—via em@ailelaborate on his fathe
response to his decision to leave Harvard Law School after onlyveeks in residenc
Quoting him again, “However, this is a difficult one. First, | darally remember tr
letter—no doubt blocked out the experienaad second, | do feel this is on the priy
side.” This response meets Neilson’s (1999) requirement fdack hole,which she
defines as a moment in a person’s life story where tensionedm®taonscious al
unconscious struggles feel palpable. Charles’s difficulties fatehon, vhen his fathe
had Alzheimer'sand father and son shifted roles, may be understood as a furthergy
out of oedipal difficulties.

From a psychodynamic perspective, my transcripts reddass about Tony ai
Paul. Charles, unlike his friends, had a significant amount tolsay &is parents. He

was the only one of the three to associate the emergence pbédtis identity with
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struggle to overcome parental expectations that had ieemalized. Paul, agai
claimed that he had always been gripped with “an irresistible torgeite,” and Ton
contextualized the emergence of his writing practice assponse to unfavorable |

conditions.

A Socio-cultural Perspective

Theorists such as Erikson (195nhd Bruner (1996) have written in great ler
on the role culture plays in human development. According to Bruner (198®)s
possess the properties they do not simply because we are humarganidetyp wired
according tespecific evolutionary forces, but as a result of developing through and
specific cultural practices and discourses. SimilarlyCimldhood and Societ{1950,
Erikson developed an understanding of identity that recognizecethiagive role cult@
plays throughout the eight psychosocial stages of development. Thg tgkiof ar
artistic identity for all three of my subjects should be thoughagdinst the cultur.
backdrop of a generation that felt no pressing need to follow lockstitye ifodsteps o
its parents and grandparents. The decigiope a poettan be interpreted as falling
line with the countercultural fervor that defined their generatiom@hent. Charles, f
example, alluded to the “dropout” culture of the sixties—citing itifluence of Jac
Kerouac’sOn the RoadExistentialism, and the antiwar movement. And Tony w
about how as a young man, “Cafbis first girlfriend after leaving Monica and th
infant son] engendered in me vague dreams of being with hepad & New York,
meeting painters, hanging out in bars, and doing interesting and artistic’things

Tony, Charles and Paul share a common thread when it corties rtole socie
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relationships—and most notably mentor relationships—played in thealigation of
their artistic identities. Their personal identities as pegfanded into social identiti
when they began taking workshops and socializing with a particulangenti of othe
New York City poets, a group that as of 1961 was already befegad to as the Ne
York School of poets (Lehman, 1998, 7). The critic David Lehman, who hagn
extensively on Ashbery, O’Hara, Schuyler and Koch (iret generation of the Ne
York School), defines the group in terms of (a) their social cglakipswith one
another; (b) the influence of French surrealist poetry and abstxacessionism upc
their works; and (c) the New York City as a cultural backdrop &l.it Lehman writes
“The story of the New York School of poets is a study in friendshifistic
collaboration, and the bliss of being alive and young at a momen&xmum creativ
ferment” (Lehman, 1998, 1).

Something similar can be said about the mesiloé the second generation,
which Tony, Charles and Paul are often classified. aRbgss of whether a groupi
called the New York School makes senseid-there is debate on whether it does
see North, 1998)—theiexperiences as poets were and are inexorably linked wit
another and with the larger community of poets and wrikeisthey continue to sociali
with. Attendance at dowle, North or Violi reading usually consists of two group
people: (1) young poets and poetry enthusiasts with a relativedgdndemographi
profile; and (2) a relatively insular and regionabyp of individuals, the majority «
whom are same-aged Caucasian men who were either studentiehds with one c
more of the founding four membes§the New York School, and who found an aestt

and social home in and around the Saint Mark’'sescdn a brief statement publishec
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the anthologyOut of This World(1991), Charlesvrites, “But really, there’s no oth
centeras far as I'm concerned. Where else do you go to hear thosenggiceiyou’
What other reading every two years is the egj@nt of a vernissage? Where else h
taught a workshop with Yuki Hartman as a student? The placel$mbeen a lot mo
inclusive than its professional detractors have been willingttorl...” (North, 1998, 86-
87).

Unlike Paul, Tony and Charlesuch their initial senses of being poets in hic
insecure terms. It is not until they are encouraged by okablished poets al
officially introduced mto “the scene” that each becomes more confident pres
himself to others as a writer. Josselson (208&s written about how relationsh
between two people are always triadic: “There are the two pe&pkriencing, behavir
and interpreting their meanings to one another, and this alwasts aithin some soci
context (the “Third”) that gives it significance” (Josselson, 2007 The “third” for my
subjects consists of social networks located at several spldétons in New Yor
City. Tony's locations are the Cedar Tavern, a bar on Second Avhatiewas
frequented by the Abstract Epgssionist painters like Franz Kline and Willem
Kooning and then later by the founding members of the New Ydrkd@&c This is wher
in 1963 Tony met Frank O’Hara a few weeks after hearingraad at the Bw School
Tony looked back upon this life-fileing encounter eight years later in the 1971 p
“Nearing Christmas:” “What did | ever say to Frank, for thattter, / brooding on tf
promontory of my early poetic development, / silent and pre-occupied)@as and pre-
occupied...” InMemoir, when Tony is asked by Frank whethemirées, he replies, “Ol

| try,” and feels humiliated that compared to a “famous” poetHilenk he haaft written
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anything noteworthy.

With O’Hara’s assistance, Tomgeets the literati of New York City, moves i
Frank and Joe LeSueur’'s old apartment on East Ninth Street, gives stigdading
attends the New York City Writer's Conference on a scholagstapured by Frank, ar
wins the Gotham Book Mart Avai@arde Poetry Prize. Within five years he publi
two colections privately, and then in 1970 his first major collectioalthough his
artistic life will be plagued by doubt and setbacks, his identity as a pagfieslafter his
association with Frank O’Hara and the young writers and saathistt Frank was famous
for surrounding himself with. Lehman (199@fers to O’Hara as “[t]he poet at the v
center of the New York School” and as someone who whessed with tremendo
personal magnetism” (Lehman, 1999, 7).

By the timeNorth comes out in 1970, Tony, according to Charles Radl, wa:
an important poet on the scene. By this time the actionshdted from the Ced:
Tavernto the Poetry Project at Saint Mark’s Church. In the late 60pdlee Anne
Waldman and her first husband, Lewis Warsh, kept an open house &dimtiMark’s
Place apartment for the poets and artists of their generafio®.Poetry Project, hous
in the Episcopal Church itself, ran regular poetry workshops and @¢ading series.
Tony taught one workshop in the fall of '@d another in the spring of '70. Much
O’Hara had been for him, hveas instrumental in launching the poetic careers of Ct
and Paul, both ofwhom enrolled in his workshop. Both would teach their
workshops over the decades that followed, and ®Rauld even direct the Poetry Proj
for a time in the eighties.

Charles remains especially grateful for Tony’s influence.thdlgh his earl
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poetic efforts had been encouraged by John Unterecker and Kennéthvikmse Nev
School workshop he took in ‘66-‘67, he feels that after leaving Koeloikshophis
poetry “floundered” until he took Tony’s workshop at Saint Mark’s. |Pad a simila
experience. Although he took many workshops at Saint Mark’s, ithwaiggh Tonythat
he felt most affirmed. Both speakout how Tony introduced them to an array of
and artists in New York City. Reflecting upon an early patyAnne Waldman’s
parents’ house on Macdougal Streeharles said, “What was most important was
excited | was to be in a bigaom filled with poets! That had never happened befc
[and] it helped me to feel that | wasn’t the only poet, and thaastekay to be one!For
the first time in his life Charles felt like a poet among poets.

The implication here is not a surprising one—namely that thergarce of ar
artistic identity isencouraged by social involvement in a community of fellow ar
This is in line with the work Gregg (2007) has done on the constructietenfity.
Using young people in northern Africa asaexles, Gregg shows how culturally spec
symbols, metaphors, and storylines are integrated into shi#itsgo$ identities, and hc
socialization into a specific socio-cultural group can reconfigucerelevel personalit
into a social personality, mch he defines as a set of cultural prototypes and 1
sentiments (Gregg, 2007, 213). The final sentences of Tdvgoir reflect the
development of a social personality: “By the end of the year [1968]}, that my poem
were finally getting somewvdre. | felt no such confidence about the rest of my life. |
barely making enough money to live on. Romance was nonexistenthéWhst poetr
was an escape or refuge from what | should have been squanely vgas beside tt

point: | was impelled to continue. Even though it would be another figes yeonly
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after | had a book publishedbefore | would answer the question “What do you
with “I'm a poet.” — it wasthen as 1963 drew to a close, that | knew it was s0.” Hz
stayed in D.C., or Rye for that matter, and mett Frank O’Hara, Tony may never hi

thought of himself in these terms.

The Grammar of the Work

The problem that got me thinking about writing this dissertation that
psychological studies of artists tend to either rgnibeir work, or to mine it for clues
explain fixations, neuroses, or underlying pathologies. | wantedvelap a method «
making psychological sense of how an artistic practice influeacesirtist’s life ir
progressive ways. As opposed to analyzing how the life shapewdhe | was
interested in how the work shapes the life—+ieahow poetry can lead to a specific v
of being in the world.Ricoeur (1970) argued that a person’s life could be interpre
terms of regressive and progressive energies. The latfetsépromotenew meanings
by mobilizing old energies initially invested in archaic figsitr (Ricoeur, 1970, 175). ¢
a researcher interested in the lives of poets, | began asking questionthalvolg poetr
might play in this “mobilization.” Ricoeur himself once put it thnay: “What is to be
interpreted in the text is a proposed world which | could inhabit andhiohwl coulc
project my own-most possibilities. . . Reality is metamorphosaddans of what | she
call the ‘imaginative variations’ that literature carrasg on the real” (Kaplan, 2008, 49)
What “variations” does a poet’s work carry out on the life sleas he makes, the valt
he adopts, and the relationships he has with others.

Analytically, 1 choose to interpret “grammar” through a proguessens. But
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what does it mean for something to be calpedgressiv@ Sartre (1968and Ricoeu
(1970) had different things in mind when they conceptualized this dorBairire, agair
writes, “For us man isharacterized above all by his going beyond a situation, a
what he succeeds in making of what he has been made” (Sartre, 1983
Emphasizing sociopolitical responsibility, Sartre believed that iddals had an ethic
imperative to make sometlgrof their lives that benefited others. Coming from a r
theological perspective, Ricoeur understood the progressteems of a subject’s abili
to create new and transformative forms of consciousness. Anslyg Wittgenstei
(1953) wrote that laguage was responsible for generating “forms of life” that w
invariably influence the personal and social contexts from whidhldhguage emerge
(Retallak, 2003).

For the purposes of this paper, | interpret the progressive #tengnes of
Ricoeur (1970)-as the development of conscious forms that influence a sul
behavior toward—and perception o$eH, others, and world. Since I'm working w
poets, | look for progressive energies primarily within the listjcirealm. Over th
coming pages, | will provide brief literamritical introductions to my subjects’ poe

corpuses, followed by several claims about how their grammars influenced them.

Tony’s poetry: an introduction

Tony divides his work into four periods: poems writte¥tween 1963 and 19¢
poems written between 1965 and 1969; poems written between 1970 and 1€
poems written from 1980 until the present. His 250-page new andeskfsmemsThe

History of the Invitation(2001), is divided accordingly, with shortitcal essay
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introducing each. The first epoch, “1968: A Note on the Early Poems of Tc
Towle,” is introduced by Ron Padgett; the second epoch, “6963-ony Towle’s Nev
York Poems” by Charles North; the third, “1970-79: Tony Towle in‘#s” by Paul
Violi; and the fourth, “1980-2000: Tony Towle up to Now” by Jack Kimball.

On Tony's early poems (1965), Ron Padgett writes, “The reader owes a
of gratitude to the young author: he does not allow us to distinguishdyetive real an
the imagined. When the “I” in a poem ponders, say, his health or hisndeekve hav
no way of knowing if that speaker is Tony Towle, or even partlyyTbowle” (Padget
in Towle, 2001, 15). Poems from this period might begin autobiographicallyeeu
into lyrical abstraction. The “here” and “nbvexist, though primarily as points
departure toward a world of imaginative possibility. Similar he tvork of Joh
Ashbery, the poems convey feeling without possessing a singlatiberenter. Tak

for example, “The Hotel'—

The two knights suggest to the king that he take the hero

into his confidence. The pantomimes are spaced to accommodate them.
It is a work of great beauty. It is night. Four boys

remain on the scene. They choose four girls. This is what happens:

Her beauty and her brains work like fire. She is shocked

by his remark that he cannot spend too much time. We see grace of
body and mind being torn to pieces. Now begins the bitter aftermath.
Now the prayers of Orpheus are answered. It is the ancient

myth of Orpheus. Orpheus cannot console himself with his own song.
The song of the lyre is inadequate to his bereavement. Now he finishes
the song. Everything is green. Everything is splashed with color.

The images in this and other early poems are fast paoed—mag:
metamorphosing into anotheand propelled by currents of feeling that are often ec:

in nature—sometimes to the point of annihilating the poet/speaker (e.g. “Pou
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August” or “The Hotel”). The early poems are also populated Pthohogical anc
historical figures—many of who are on difficult life journeysten in quest of th
sublime. Examples include Gauguin, Orpheus, and the mysterious pilgted in th
short poem “Prologue.” Similar to Gauguin, Tony's decision to leagaidd and the
infant son in Washington D.C. and move to New York to be a poet can be ondea:
a quest to find erotic, social, and aesthetic inspiration. The pomtiae energy ar
immediacy, as if writing them was a matter of life oatte Andindeed it was. |
Memoir, again, Tony writes that he waspelled to leave his life with Monica. Suic
struck him as one alternative, and poetry unexpectedly provided another.

At first through disciplined reading, and then through his relationsiipis
O’Hara and other artists, Tony began cultivating a writirghneque thatoecame les
reliant on “sudden illumination.” Througloe Brainard, for instance, Tony learned a
the collage method. He tells stories of “lifting... sentences aatioss fron all sorts o
popular publications and juxtaposing them for effect.” These effpogulated witl
multiple voices, views and emotional tones, are remarkably fluid sourdiniglenced
for example, by lines from his 600-plus-line poem “Lines for treavNvrear,” writter
between ‘64 and ‘65. He wrote theem after being dared by Frank O’Hara to pull ¢

collage poem that was long—

By the end of the day the plain was covered with mist. The men
Looked upward into the heavens, and downward, into the green
depths of the ocean. They were continually amused and amazed by
their children’s imagination. As the opera begins, they

hide in the shadows and await their chance.

This method for making a poem was “valieldit by the New York School. /
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Tony put it in an interview, “One was given permission to tap lierary outside
sources by both the New York School (some of the poems in Ashdérgy'$ennis Cou
Oath for example, which had come out the previous year), and the FrendalSts”
Based upon this comment, | image Tony as a young poet who washidet® to write
poems within specific aesthetic parameteparameters that were largely determines
the literary sensibilities of Ashbery, O’'Hara, Koch, and to a lesseed&yphuyler.

Given the fragmentary nature of tife at this time (the early New York years)
makes sense that he felt impelled to sweep juxtaposed and dilersnes into a flui
swerve. The multiplicity of sources and voices ra#sp reflect the urban experience
New York—that is, a young man’s encounter with a major American citynduttne
early and mids0s, which was a dynamic, painful, and creative period of socrakfdl
The collage technique fits the experience of a young lpmreaged by an endless stre
of new personalities, scenarios, stimuli, desires, setbacks, araVeties. ButTony
looks to “Lines for the New Year” as having been the end of “thi efavorking.” A
year or so after completing the poem, Fr&ikara was killed in a beach accident
Fire Island. Tony abruptly found himself without tblesest thing he ever had to
affirming father figure. The loss was a significargrd one he never entirely got o\
Frank’s mentorship and the implicat®of his death and Tony’s place in the New Y
poetry world postrank pervade the interview transcripts, in addition to appeari
tropes through the later work.

Although he continued to experiment with form, voice, language and tone ti
the secondhalf of the sixties, he was borrowing less frequently from exitsmaces. C

the poems written between ‘65 and ‘69, Charles North has writterfthieat cohesive
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look masks a pervasive and frequently enigmatic disjunction fegtwsurreal an
cinemdic jumps, dramatic shifts in voice, narrative that doesn’'t add umgstrof
participial phrases that don’t clearly refer, false parall@l the like. Yet the poel
have an extraordinary depth of feeling” (North in Towle, 2001, 49). Thk waroteas)
to grasp. Lines, for instance, from “Today,” read: “Today the phantoass throuc
rock. / The phantoms move higher in the rock, the smoke, / the fumes, graitierec
ash. / Instinctively | scale a tree, | vanish. / The cloudsaareapart to lsow the moon;
he drops to a bench; the telephone rings, / a hypnotic backgrourn faotds.” There
is an abundance of movement upward: e.g., the scaling of gplr@etoms moving L
through rock, the quickening of instincts. The poet-speaker vanshéghenreturns
two lines later in the third person singular, as if the “scalmgiminated in a momentar
escape from subjectivity. Along these lines, Tony writes liatearliest attempts
poems constituted “an escape.”

Compared to his lyricht abstract beginnings, much of the work he was wr
by the early seventies was becoming increasingly autobiogedphiony supposes tr
he was probably trying to write poems in a style and vmifteenced by Frank. Lik
O’Hara and his “I do this] do that” poems, he was finding materials in pers
experience, whether real, or fictional, or bothrd writing in a voice that swerved fr
the satirical to the comic, tragic, or celebratory in the espaEca single poem-as dic
Frank. This is not toag/, however, that Tony was becoming as personal a poet as
had been. Poems from this period continued to be varied, imaginativdusive.e The
long poem “Works on Paper,” for example, assumes the voice of RanegsFlorentin

who never identifies himself outright. The first six of the loosely knit tegets
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Columns and pilasters, in general
spread over much of the composition,
then periodically erased, by sweeping reforms,

and when | climbed to the first of the pinnacles of recognition,
the highest tower | had so far caused to be made,
there was all that | could see, and the rest, which | could not

but which I took surely to be not much different,
years and miles from where | confer
with a virtual small army of workmen, who hold strong beliefs,

and wait with the tools of their trades
to affix themselves to my genius.
And let them wait, like relatives,

knowing the decisions are up to me by what | am wearing,
and by the fact that the aristocracy will talk to me.
And | don’t mind talking to them,

though they have no idea of what I'm talking about,
not even taking a cumbersome guess;
they await the purely visual...

Playful, ironic, funny, and imaginatively rich, these are linedteniby a poe
with more confidence than ten years earli&s mentioned in Chapter Two, Tony s
the seventies as the decade in which he did his best work. And halsmetn thinking
this. Paul Violi, for example, has written: “...Towle’s styleolred and culminated
his finest achievements. To what agdee a poet can be conscious of his
development is hard to tell, but Towle seems to have knownlvehats after all along
(Violi in Towle, 2001, 85). And also: “The ‘Towle poeis’often an exploratory accot
of its own making, a search for meagior, when none turns up, dealing with

inconsequential. The tone shifts, a blend at times remote and péssail@quial an
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eloquent, selfieprecatory and inspirited. His freewheeling narrative line epasse
the metaphysical and the immediate, and is open to any posdieivtieen..” (Violi in
Towle, 2001, 86). To this | would add that the poems are propelled by desit
something perpetually out of reach, a deep yearning feceding horizon. In many
his best poems from this era, the psetaker moves through the city, propellec
desire, and often lonely or else overwhelmed. A poem that comes to mind irt@tyad

“The Morgan Library” (1970), the opening of which goes—

Up, gracing the void with intellect, | noticed a ring,
encircled by rows of shimmering diamonds,

walking, feeling prosperous and losing weight,

to the Morgan Library. For young people there was a pin,
expressing love in simple cascade of diamonds,

on 34" Street

which we give no relief walking and walking,

looking for something to stick it into,

women and children first, apples, walnuts, melons,

the calm transparency of plastic, the grudging

response of lead, or the rolling fog or even a jar of worms!

Although sticking apples, walnuts, melons, plastic, lead, &nd a jar of worn
with a pin is funny, the poem has a serious undercurrent. Thespeaker, now n
longer one of the “young people,” has nowhere to put his desire. Like a hungry gt
encounter with the void brings him to the incomparableddorLibrary. Here, he se
the fragile manuscripts of Romantic masters like Keats andle$heThe poetspeake
proceeds to feel as if he too is trapped under the glass. Framta@yic perspective,
bears mentioning that it was around this timd T@ny began having affairs during
marriage to Irma, who | recently learned was nearly tersyleiarsenior. The final lin¢

of the poem are—

163



At times | would like to go to a foreign country
and forget myself and America;

American women are complicated and beautiful,
and their soft arms cling in loving silence,

but at times | feel there are other women

who wait for me in vain.

When desires go unmet—which isn’'t an infrequent experietlce—Towle”
speaker deals with the “inconsequential,” to borfoom Violi. A poem that fits thi
description is “A Note To Charles North,” which Tony began wgtin early Janual
1973. This thre@age poem, a framed broadside of which hangs in Charles and |
living room, was written to thank Charles for hayicome out late on Christmas Eve
1972 to help him. Charles was settling in for the night with P&alang just gotten Ji
to sleep, when Tony phoned drunk and depressed from a bar, prompting Charles

his coat and travel across town to help his friend. The second stanza goes—

It's approaching death of course, if you want to know,
and | don't think you want to know,

which makes two of us, at least,

lying like rugs, under threat of economic difficulty
and caught in the threads of a major civilization,
but a stone’s throw from the perimeter, a new
world for the stone, the upper half of him,

parted by the city’s colored street, the city’s terrace
where roses bloom so many times, in reminder,

in spades, of the spring that destroys me.

Thank you, by the way,

brooding on the darkest ruins in time imaginable,
another eve of Christmas and too much smoke,
from the hearth and from the far zone

which to reserve me for itself for later

preserved me.

Here, there is no shortage of existential disappointment. Thespeaker i
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depressed by the holidays, by his “approaching” death, by “econorficuldyf,” and by
“the spring that destroys me.” Regardless of the gravityioktruggles, it was throu
the act of writing itself that Tony was alite overcome the obstacles that fell acros:
path. As he puts it, wryly, in “Nearing Christmas:” “no event ourylife is of the
slightest importance, / but there is nothing you cannot use; / thesurgeaents of yol
boring life / occur only forhe success of a particular poem / awaiting your efforts c
horizon.” Despite the marital problems, employment irregularited alcoholism th
complicated the seventies, Tony was more prolific duringdécade than he would e
be again.

As the seventies came to a close, Tony was continuing to change [eticts
work became more audience friendly,” a longtime reagglained to me recent
“And, from my perspective, it also darkened,” he added. In his intnodutd Tony's
work fromthe 80s until the present (which was then 2001), Jack Kimball emph#se
increasing presence of satire as his work developed into and beyo8@stheKimbal
suggests four keys that define much of this work: (a) fulfilleeihpses; (b) narratic
flowing forward and back in time; (c) a slapstick engagement withitnadand (d) whe
he calls “deep punning.” And as Kenneth Koch pointed out (2001), the lates @oe
as incisively witty as they are dark. Although many argfplaand breezy, many are
marked by an elegiac tone and a preoccupation withdeé&fat, transience, and mortal
The poem “July ,” written in 1983 after the death of the Tulsan second generati

New York School poet Ted Berrigan, reflects such preoccupations:

And there is the soft thump of insects
on sandy skin, while | absorb the news,
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two days after Ted Berrigan dies

and the sky seems to sag

and open up a space, the one in which

we didn’t really know each other,

though for twenty long years,

which are suddenly shorter.

At this point a painter

could reach down

for a little cerulean blue

to cover the hole in the sky

while | search out a caption for the scroll below.

The image of the painter conjures a hope that artists can eayainess wit
life-affirming colors. Perhaps poetry helped Tony to do the same in his own life, a
varying degrees of success? Tony said on two occasions fitiagvinas helped hir
work throughthoughts, feelings, and pressures that might otherwise plunge hil
despair And in the later work, despair often crouches behind humor and sasidy tc
pounce and possibly crush the creative impulse altogether. The 1993 Poanglits A
Frank O’Hara’s City Poet Party, 6/9/93” chronicles Tonyterapts to make small takk
a book launch for Brad Gooch’s biography of Frank O’H&#y Poet,in a voice a
humorously self-effacing as it is anguished. The ldegd O’Hara speaks directly

Tony at the end of the poem, as he does in “Nearing Christmaaik E&glls Tony tht he

can no longer help him in the ways he did when he was alive—

“Don’t be truculent, you're not young enough anymore —

in fact you're thirteen yeamder than | am now, so act it. There’s

John Ashbery, go over and say Hello. It's thirty years later

and I'mstill getting you invited to parties, but this

is thelast time As Siegfried said to Brinnhilde on the way up to Valhalla,
You’re on your own for the rest of this saga, baby,

I'm going to get arink!”
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Yet again, O’Hara comes to Tony’s rescuerank gives Tony a funny pep t
while Tony wanders around a gathering of New York School avtistsknewhim wher
he was young and new the scene. Despite the fact that Tony spent decadestiaf
himself with this particular grouping of arstno one at the party seems interested i
presence. To make matters worse, everyone is milling aroumagrgaFrank as his (
her own. (Here, it bears mentioning that according to Joe LeSenenwir of O’Har:
(2006), Tony was part of a sizablet@amrage of younger poets who surrounded O’
starting in the early 60s, many of who have subsequently engageflwatsrover thei
proximity to Frank and his literary legacy.) In the poenti@a’s reference to Siegfri
and Brannhilde refer to lovers in the final opera of Wagrieirsy cycle Siegfried leave
Brunnhilde behind for an adventure on which he is killed, which breakbdeat. Givel
the general discomfort with which Tony writes about O’Hara’'s haxwaslity in
Memoir, and the emphasisehplaces on his own heterosexuality and woman
throughout the transcripts, | find it striking that Tony has Frank peoen thei
relationship to a mythological couple engaged in a sexual relagondisi it wishful
thinking on the part of Frank, or Tgh But, of course, the dynamic need not be se
It can also be understood as a desire for the loving paterneg figuny lacked growin
up.

The midnineties was an especially lonely time for Tony. Afterrmgtof painful
breakups and a drunken fall that nearly took away his ability to \walknet and fell ir
love with an actress named Diane Tyler, who lived above anbBrbecca where Tor
and his xgirlfriend Jean used to drink. His life began to improve and he dha

weaned himself off foalcohol, drinking only moderately. Diane, ten years younger
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Tony, was recently divorced when they raatl eager to start a new life. Within mon
Tony moved into her loft. Four years later, he marked the mmillen with the
publication of a substantial volume of selected poedtistory of the Invitation(2001),
which he dedicated to her. Big period of relative happiness was soon complicatt
health problems.

Although he continued to produce work over the eight years after & oanr—
publishing the chapbookline Immaterial Nocturnesn 2003 andWinter Journeyin
2007—he wrote with decreasing frequency. In fact, after finistnagtoofs folWinter
Journeyin 2007, he stopped writing for over a year, his longest hiatus since 1860.
wrote his first new poem as his seventieth birthday approachedeashd to a gatherir
of close friends over dinner on a humid night in June 2009. | can feptrand that hi
voice, which was thin at times, faltered on several occasionsmsh ® that he
mentioned it in an email sent a week later with the poem agammient: “I'm attachin

a copy of the poem | didn’t read very well last week.” A section of it goes—

To the long stretches of time

of paying little attention

to what might be going wrong inside —
farewell. And here’s

to the restoration of cause

in its ratio to irascibility

to something more than absolute zero.

As for the growing assemblage of pills,

| take heart in the words of the Earl of Rochester to Charles II:
I mean really, Sire, if we couldn’t wash down
our Atenolol and Coumadin

with a decent Chateauneuf-du-Pape,

what the devil would be the point of going on?

And although | don’t have to answer jystt

there are many more things | could drink to
than my capacity these days can support...
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But by October 2009 he had written seveew poems, one of which he read
retrospective of his work held on December 2, 2009 at Saint Mark’s IChtilis event
which occurred shortly before the completion of the first drathis dissertation, was
success. It consisted of tributes from fellow poets followed bgated reading by Tor
Part of the announcement read: “If there is a New York School dafyPd®ny Towle
has been involved in it for over 45 years, havingtaworkshops with Kenneth Ko
and Frank O’Hara at the New School in 196Bresent in the large audience were: |
and Charles; Monica, Tony'’s first wife; their son Scott, now ddferaged middle scho
history teacher in the Washington D.C. area;dasghter Rachel, recently back in N
York from Los Angeles to settle the estate of Irma Towle, whd thst summer; h
brother and sister; his current girlfriend, Diane; and manyndge He seeme
tremendously moved by the event. His health, thodgin't strike me as particular

good. In addition to walking with a cane, his hands were shaky.

Progressive Energies

A number of observations can be made about the thitg Tony's poetr
engenders. [1] His narrative work presents readers withs@ordant concordance
(Ricoeur, 1992). The psychological implication here is that poetyiges Tony with |
flexible means of narrating a life that has been neithetigieble nor easy. This abili
has helped him maintain a stable identity amid an array oflisieqpting experience
[2] The social nature of the poemsaany of which are written as direct addres

elegies, dedications, and social reportagesates a thick social ecology. In
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transcripts, Tony underscores how lonely he felt thrastgitches of his life. | belie
that poetry has consistently helped Tony to create a thickeal setwork than h
actually possessed, especially given the distance he maintagmechis family and

long history of relational discord. The social i@ in his poems allow him to foste

nontraditional family of fellow artists and writers.

[1]

Ricoeur (1992) conceives of a personal narrative ds@rdant concordance
“between the mawnifold of events and the temporal unity of the sewmgunted”
(Ricoeur, 1992, 141). He claims that “the genuine nature of narrasive’ “integrate
with permanence in time what seems to be its contrary irdémeain of sameness-
identity, namely diversity, variability, discontinuity, and instabilifRicoeur, 192,
140). Drawing from Aristotle’sPoetics Ricoeur demonstrates howiscordan
concordancesre able to achieve dialectical balance between diversitycamsistenc
without breaking down into rigidity, silence, or chaos. Personafatnags art
progress/e insofar as they help individuals construct new versions of @lievthout
losing temporal totality. According to Ricoeur, an absencéewiporal totality ma
suggest that a person is unable to contend with the contradictionsvarghl®in fortune
that threaten identity.

Many of Tony's narrative poemsspecifically the ones that draw frc
autobiographical events like “The Morgan Library” and “Nearingig€ihmras”—presen
the reader withldiscordant concordances miniature. The “selves” prested in thes

poems are flexible without losing personal consistencyreaer will encounter bo
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finite and expansive swaths of Tony's life in a single poettheugh the even
included and the significance assigned to each vary. Furthermorgyoémsare
constructed around significant and banal episodes alike, in addition tansesgueon
dreams and daytime fantasies. There are poems built around tled aating
hamburger (“New York”), walking to the Morgan Library (“THdorgan Library”),
Christmas shopping drunk at Macy’s (“Nearing Christmas”), or visitingeas Koreat
laundry in the neighborhood (“Ethnicity”). Poems like “Recapitatatiand “(April)”
move fluidity across the threshold between wakefulness and drei&sodlen blurring
the ine between the two. In short, every “autobiographical” poemeptesa slightl
different autobiography of Tony, culling together a discordant cleisd® of scenes
sequences, thoughts, and associations into the concordance of a single poem.
Despite this diversity of events, thoughts, images, and associatengoet-
speaker maintains a consistent personal chronology. For stdtiergyoems ai
meticulously dated-as are many of the events described in them. The long
“Autobiography” (1970-73), for example, is peppered with “dated” matemag.,
wheeling his daughter Rachel through Washington Square Park in 197@mant ir
1950 (when he was eleven years old) standing “in the playground next to my scho
several fleeting memories of Qares Boulevard and Rego Park from the “late fort

Here are other examples from “Autobiography’—

Long before 1950 | knew that one of the numerous years
would bring death, as 1939 brought life,
in the way that two poems on universal themes
open and close an important collection...

—from “Autobiography” (1970-73)

I walk into the wind, continually,
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have lunch on velvet burgundy tablecloths with friends,
dress for dinner in elegant striped jackets,

or fabulous gray suits,

a pestilent green hat or short furry slippers,

fashion with charm like the perennial sea

in that it is always pulling at your leg,

or concocting a simple soup.
| enter another year, 1973...

“Autobiography” is considered by many to be one of his greatestic|
achievements. And it Egnificant that Tony chose to write it in verse. In additmthe
obvious fact that he was a poet and therefore in the habit of makieigs, vers:
especially free verse, allowed him to tell his story inexiBile and imagistic manner—
and to punctua it with absurdist, surrealist, and free associative flowsish&’e mus
remember that Tony’'s life didn’'t follow a predictable course+was it particularl
easy. In addition to his own struggles with marriage and fatherhood, he lost hés ta
carcer relatively early, was separated from his brother and stersithrough the fost
care system, and had a troubled relationship with his father, whoneasiipped to rais
his younger siblings after his wife’'s death. Furthermore, Totwénties wee markec
by a cluster of personal and social traumas and uncertainties rédsult, his life stol
lacks the conventional hetero-normative/masculine identity sigsifie.g., professioni
superlatives, projects, and women/family (Bateson, 1989). Tmeafoand themati
flexibility of poetry provided Tony with a space within which ®l tthe story of hi
“self,” no matter how disrupted and/or distributed that self was, @mfuse it with the

temporal totality found in poems like “In the Coffee House” (2001)—

| told Diane I'd be here ‘il six. Waiting
for a girlfriend literally is a great improvement
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over the afternoons at the Figaro;

and in fact it's cool to have a girlfriend at my age

I think amusedly to myself

behind the overpriced coffee,

2.95 to contemplate the traffic

fleeing down the avenue and into the past

which has brought me up to the present,

where | put down my pen, figuratively.

Attention to chronology is also seen across the interview transciypic
throughoutMemoir (2001), whichhas temporal markers on nearly every page. Hel

just a few examples—

I had begun, surreptitiously, writing poems in 1960, in Washingtorgdation to an
escape from a two-and-a-half-year-long teenage marregehad become unendurable
(14).

Sometimein 1961, after finding Carol was no longer a factor, | had startadydoithe
Cedar Bar... (36)

It was sometime in May that | fell in love (61).

Even though it would be another five years — only after | hiaglok published -before |
would answer the question “What do you do?” with “I'm a poet.” —asthen as 196.
drew to a close, that | knew it was so (xx).

According to Ricoeur (1992), though, the “character” at the centarpafrsone
narrative can rarely achieve sameness of identityugiraa “numerical identity” alor
(e.g. repetition of age and personal chronology, etc.). Ricoeur defiaezcter as “...tr
set of distinctive marks which permit theidentificationof a human individual as beil
the same. By the descriptive featureattiwill be given, the individual compour
numerical identity and qualitative identity, uninterrupted continuity p@&chnanence i
time” (Ricoeur, 1992, 119). Thus, one or more qualitative feattopei are required

maintain a cohesive narrative of self.
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For Tony, this qualitative feature is his seléntification as a poet. The ident
and practice of poetry help him to piece together a narrative-tlvathout a center —
might have met the requirement for a “broken” and/or “contaminateattaive
(McAdams, 2006), especially considering the regrets andlikieoting struggles
talked about during our conversations. In his own words, “...through thenslaips
the bad relationships, jobs, losing jobs, and not having money, or verypd#day has
been the only constant thread.” Enough said. It is no wonder that dis d
meaninglessness, worsening health, and death are especiallylagnte periods whe
he isn’t writing. For instance, when we met for our fiftherview in May 209, he
hadn’t written anything in over a year and was in the lowasits | had ever seen hi

in.

[2]

My second point was that the social nature of many of Tony's peémthe
form of direct addresses, elegies, dedications, and social @pe+as hiped him tc
create a thicker social ecology than might actually be pre3emy has lived alor
intermittently since leaving his parents household as a teenddpere is a history ¢
broken relationships, and a recurring theme of having been disagpairddetdown b
others. Other than his daughter, Rachel, and girlfriend, Diaviee—is thought b
Charles and Paul to be “the best thing that ever happened y6—Fdony’'s most lastin
relationships have been with poet and artist friends. As a reladar struck by th
number of names strewn across his corpus, including but not linsit€tarles Nortr

Paul Violi, Larry Rivers, Robert Motherwell, Frank Lima, Ted f8gan, David Shapirc
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Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, Kenneth Koch, and James Schuyler. Mathese
friendships were fostered through his affiliation with SaintW&€hurch and also fro
the years he spent working for Tanya Grossman at UALE. Tal#lyisand despite
precarious health situation, he attends the readings, dinners, andmmukgs of hi
friends.

Some of his more “social’” poems contain conversatitat he probably couldi
easily have in real life. Either the material is too persosalehk as in “A Note to Charl
North™—or else the person in question is no longer liviegeh as in “Nearin
Christmas” or “Thoughts at Frank O’'Hara&ty PoetParty, 6/9/93.” Perhaps in t
absence of a traditional nuclear family unit (at least a demsisne), poetry has helg
Tony to cultivate a different kind of family—a homo-socialggle of men? Poetica
honoring and elegizing poet friends and mentors may provide Tony withaasTo
infusing these bonds with new “imaginative possibilitieg€-g-, continuing
conversation with Frank decades after his death, in addition to exygredtections an
sentiments that are traditionally anathema for American dsdrual men of h
generation to express. Take the first lines of the second dtanzdhe poem excerpt

from earlier, “A Note To Charles North"—

It's approaching death of course, if you want to know,
and | don’t think you want to know,
which makes two of us, at least...

Or, the final lines of “Nearing Christmas”—

You call that lyric you big bag of shit?

I am not talking to myself,

or in that manner to a great poet of the past,
that must be Frank, talking to me;
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I am at last fully awake in this mortal life,

for the few years in the middle,

and | keep myself opaque and | don’t regret it,
on the promontory.

Frank you've got to help me

and there is an answer but not at this moment.

In Between Merf1985), Sedgwick discusses how male desire is often chat
into socially orthodox forms (e.g., sports, activities, womanizingsdo ahield male-on-
male affection from the stigmatization of homosexuality. ibtierestng to point out the
three out of the four founding male members of the New York Schexd gay. On th
contrary, almost all of the male poets who cluster in and around the gpawa@tion ar
heterosexual. Perhaps the affections expressed in Tony's poeghs reflect ¢
heterosexual attempt to conform to the rules of conduct wahimomosexual ma

subculture.

Charles’ poetry: an introduction

A reader in search of autobiographical confession may initiayd Charles
work disappointed, espidly if that reader is a psychological researcher likgseif;
after all, I've been reading and rereading the poetry of Chanleéis friends for clues
help explain aspects of their lives. Aside from the possiblepéros of “A Note or
Labor Day”’(1989) and “The Summer of Living Dangerously” (2007), few of his pc
are autobiographical, at least not in a selfelatory manner. A few fragments typify
closest Charles gets to the type of personal confession found ysTomdle and lat

poems “A Note on Labor Day,” a long poem which took nearly a decadmiaplete
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and which is dedicated to his wife, Paula, is personal without gelyman egocentr

point of view.

And | seem to be

lost again, if that doesn’t

sound too dramatic,

and this time seems worse,

or around the slightly silvered bend
slightly blurred in late sun

that has some whirling filters over it
mostly for the jackets and the books.

And in “Summer of Living Dangerously (2007),” the objective correlats/at
work; tumultuous emotions are expressed as threatening weathengattalthougt
biographical information is unnecessary for a rich experiencenisfléngthy poetic
daybook, it bears repeating that the poem was written over tweeahost emotionall
subdued summers of Charles’ life—period marked by his recovery from open F

surgery—and then, one summer later, the death of Kenneth Koch from Leukemia:

Aug. 6. A pretty good morning: clear, well-defined clouds; no
overreaching. Towards midday less well-defined so the reach was
ambiguous—ultimately prophetic as it darkened uncontrollably and
began to pour and never stopped. So: an alert start, followed by a short
but emblematic gray area, and a largely bitter, peaty finish.

The non-confessional nat of Charles’ work can be explained by the typ
person he is, in addition to his aesthetic preference for howra woeks over what
poem isabout A rather poetidooking list he designed for the initial meeting of a |
honors literature class at Pace Univerdltystrates this preference nicely. An emph

on “function” is apparent in the two contrasting lists—both of whichgmnepleasure-
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producing poetic attributes. The lists suggest that aesthetsupte@an be produced

an infinite number of ways.

LIT 211 D: A Very Partial List of Some PleasurédPoetry (with overlappings)

Pleasures Of

Flow, melody, cohesion
Clarity

Form

Feeling, emotion

Logic, reason
Seriousness

Adulthood

The private (secret)
Quietness, modesty
Familiarity, expectation, tradition
Depth, profundity
Easiness

Good taste

Brevity

“Subjects,” making sense
Rule-following

Truth

Verse

Beauty

Elegance

Satisfaction, conclusion
Reading poetry

Good poetry

Pleasures Of

Disruption, dissonandglpdation, parataxis
Mystery, confusion, suggestion, evamrat
Formlessness, invented forms

Story-telling, descriptiorteifect, imagination

Association, illogic, “craziness”

Humor, parody, wit
Childishness, silliness

The public

Loudness, egocentricity
Originality, surprise
Surface, superficiality, jot

Difficulty, challenge, provocation

Bad taste, outrageousness
Length, “ongoingness”

Word-play, music ofldrguage
Rule-breaking
Fiction, lying
Poetry written in prose
Realism, difficult experience, unpledsass
Awkwardness, jarring, colloquialism

Just stopping, beirfig‘le in the air”

Hearing poems read, writing poem
Bad poetry

In response to a questi | posed about what he thinks readers get fror
poems—(after all, only a minority of readers think about functic@parles referred i
his “Pleasures of Poetry” course and its premise that poemsfiest a great variety «
pleasures on many levelSAs I've written before, I like to surprise myself in the he
that | will surprise readers, among other things by makingryposit of unlikely
materials. What hopeis that they're stimulated, or moved, or amused, or encoura:
look at something ira fresh way, or appreciative of a new sort of poem or newok
using language, or provoked, thrilleztc.” Although he doesn’t know if his poems \
cause readers to live more fully, he hopes that they cause pleéasam@e of the san

ways that apainting or sonata might, not merely at superficial levelse pay:s
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attention—sometimes with a fastidiousness that can border on the iobsédssline
breaks, word choice, and to how a poem looks on the page. Although he belis'
getting looser abdut, he still finds that getting a poem right can entail atiyedr ot
even a decadeng process. As he put it in a 2001 interview with Ange Ml
published in the Poetry Project Newsletter, “I don’t write sjowbut Ifinish slowly. Toc
slowly. ldon't labor over poems, but I'm always putting things into a drawertlzam
not liking them enough when | pull them out again. At my worst, ittaka years
putting in and taking outl... | do scribble in notebooks, but only a smalbpaot the
scibbling amounts to anything. As you can see, | don't believe in Gig'sbé-irst
Thought. Best Thought’ [laughs]” (North in Mlinko, 2001, 13).

Like Paul Violi, Charles is an experimental formaliat, least in part; he h
written in rare and/or under-utilized forms (e.g. the Japanesmuiaiaddedsomething
fresh to familiar poetic forms like the villanelle, sestinagd gpantoum, in addition
creating new ones altogether. In addition to his wedtlwn lineups, the long poe
“Building Sixteens,” ha a form that is entirely his own making. As put it in
explanatory email: “As to ‘Building Sixteensyou’'re welcome to know what | knc
about it... sixteen 1@ine stanzas (the title and original idea are from the carde
Casino, which | played endlessly as a child). | thought of thenoraseslike, and th
extra impetus (the “building”) was to have each section comectmelusion but the
turn out to continue in the next. Someone once said to me that withdiéwed lines
they had the look of “building blocks,” but if so, that was unconscious orpamnty

Here's the last of the sixteen stanzas—
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[16]

and let’s hope, given the nature of light
andits celestial ambitions that the
time doesn’t simply erode, but offers
shoppers the chance to pile into their
wagons and the row-houses
ahead, evicting above all
the object-less now that
some of the foolish ideas have
been doffed for what they
are, assemblages whose
flickerings of life and color
preclude the ship and its margins.
Forkfuls in shady plots, toward acreage
above all the bars and reflected sunsets,
the chief cup for mailmen here on earth,
decanters filled with wine and express civic virtue.

In these lines | hear a pronounced metaphysical yearrangearning, whethi
tongue-in-cheek, earsg or a touch of both, for “acreage / above the bars and def
sunsets” of popular American culture. The poem points to an “dlegst-reality
beyond a consumerist, American scene populated by “shoppers,” “wadgtator
wagons, | presume), “rolwouses,” and “foolish ideas.” It's nothing short of a cult
and architectural wasteland. Not coincidentally, the form of the pseaa new as tt
acreage it hungers for. This language and images remind metaphysical poets su
as Donne, Marvel, and Herbert. Not surprisingly, Charles cisn® as arearly
influence. In particular,] see something of Donne’s metaphysical and relic
explorations of the observable world in Charles’ work.

In addition to form, Charles cares deeply aboutsthr@c quality of his work. H
has a reputation for making lyrical poems out of material thanighing but lyrical

Music, again, figures prominently in his worlas- much in theme as in sou

Reviewers have commented on this over the years. Fonaestanother excerpt frc
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Barry Schwabsky’s review ofhe Year of the Olive O{1989), reads, “And then tr
poetry was very funny, but with a somber undercurrent of the kinduhatthrough th
gaiety of Mozart. (Music, incidentally, provides neayimportant a source of referel
for North as poetry...)" And in the 2004 interview with Sarah Fox quoted from ea
Charles said that although paintings influence his work, musicalager influence
From my perspective, it's the musicality of kisrse that helps carry readers througt
difficulty of his language, which can be heady and abstract, anetisoas to the point «
inaccessibility. Thus, it is not uncommon for his work to be described as demangi
Devaney, 2007). Take, for exple, the second section of the new poem “Adv

(2009)—

2.

Jason lassos Medea

and winter piles up, distinguished

by its rich inner life from

thieving sunset. Bring it

in a little? Would Scarr and

Sue please mug more directly—not more—

into the camera? Bulk as

waywardness, waywardness under the romance

of whatever branches it chooses,
in most of the constructions.

Even his most challenging poems have the feel of carefully cotedrtlings—
and almost never come across as extemporaneous Or StreamsoBOSness in
unintentional way. This being said, Charles sees the style ofebent work—
specifically the poems irfCadenza(2007)—as “freer” than they used to be. Ir

statement on recent work for the Foundation for Contemporary Artsydie:W think
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my poems these days are “messier” than they used to be, iMhige is a good thin
some sort of departure. The long poems that begin and end the newChdekzaare
in this sense, more cadenza-like...” A cadenza is a musicaltbatmeferso a sectiol
of a concerto when an orchestra stops, leaving a soloist to di@gitime, alone. \Wen
the cadenza ends, the orchestra usually reenters and finishes thmemioga its ow.
Charles’ work remains alive to poetic tradition while simudt@usly exploring ne
territory. In this way he is very much an American poet.

Charles explores new territory, or more accuratzlyatesit, by consistentl
challenging himself to write poems that do new things. A quickrailogical gloss ¢
his selead poems (1999) confirms this. As a young poet (judging from tr&
Elizabethan and Nova Scotian Mugit974)), he was influenced by the naturalisn
James Schuyler, and the lyrical abstractionism of John Ashb&cgording to Jaco
(1998), Schuyler and Ashbery — and the “fanciful and droll” of Frartha@i —continue
to be a guiding influence. Charles confesses to being disappuihtadhis work is to
closely identified with Ashbery’s work. And though he admits tm¢p€ein awe” of
much of the Ashberian oeuvre, in particular the relativellygarems he thinks that hi
own work is distinct and finds it surprising when others don't.

Schuyler’s influence is especially detectable in Charlesy @gork—apparent ii
poems such as “Lights,” whidBharles dedicated to Schuyler in 1970, before they
met at Morris Golde’s apartment. Charles, though, made thaatenist to include it ii
his selected poems (1999) because he thought itamaderivative of Schuyler’'s worl
As he put it in a sho note to me, “As you know, | consider it imitative, “student” woi

The final seven lines read:
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now the lights go out in Poughkeepsie
Tarrytown turns down the television
Ossining and Dobbs Ferry

the light in a window

and the darkness

and over there

another light

Charles’s published work swerves from the lyrical abstractions and ba:
lineups of his twenties and thirties to the more experimental Wwenkrote through tr
late 70s and 80s—up through the philosophy-infudeel Nearness of theal You Loo
Tonight(2001) and conversational opennes€atlenzg2007). Throughout, a defini
characteristic has been his steadfast ability to reinventptden while remainin
remarkably consistent as a poet. His penchants for experimantalbstration, rapic
shifts in thought, and formal innovation have yielded a wide variefyoems; but hi
willingness to experiment, and the lucid musicality of his %ethlyrical line” have
remained constants. A similar relationship between tradition gretimentation can
located in the shape of his life. Unlike Tony, whose life courshesged a mor
traditional path and shape, Charles’ life is socially normatividat he has been marr
to the same woman for over 45 years, and is dedicated toateercand childre
Although choosing the life and career of a poet was a bold move, higydes a poe
has a traditional quality to itAs for his own reputation nationally, he confesses to m
in which he regrets not being better known than he is. Howewest of the time h

finds his satisfactions in writing what he feels are successful poems.

Progressive Energies
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Charles’ work begs an interesting question: Does abstractfartaofvindow intc
the life of a poet, or — to paraphrase Freudusthanalysis in these cases lay dowi
arms? Ricoeur (1970) rejects the idea that poetic imagination creatasthimgs; to th
contrary, he celebrates that poet as the figure “...who shows wértthef the word, it
its hidden form in the enigmas thfe cosmos and of the psyche” (Ricoeur, 1970, 16)
matter how abstract a poem is, it will express signifithimgs about internal (psychi
and external (cosmic) forces that inspire its inception. Ric@970) also believed tF
artistic creations (and he specifically cites Michetldo® Moses Sophocles’Oedipus
Rex and Shakespeareldamle) “are not mere projections of the artist’s conflicts,
also the sketch of their solution” (Ricoeur, 1970, 521). Taking these ideas to Clifar
and work, | see [1] a man who fe@siotion more freely than he once did as a resi
his writing practice, as well as [2] someone who has maintarsghere of imaginati

freedom that supersedes the circumscribing influence of professional igp&cial

[1]

During interview #3, Charles described himself as relativelytcane, at leas
until fairly recently, somewhat withdrawn emotionally. Quitey ®€ven into hisadult
years, he feels that he is now able to open up in the presendeeds. otAlthogh he
believes he was perceived as well adjusted and successfulhirs¢higol, hereportec
feeling anxious andnelancholic “underneath.” Poetry, for Charles, became a
within which he was able to feel more freely, breaking the @maticontainmenthat
characterized the first thirty years of his life.

His poems contain frequent moments of joy, much of which is exqataeasthe
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form of frenzied verbal excitementsach as found in the opening three couplet

“Chain” (2000):

Russia is the doomed incantation of Kansas
As oceans burn in the individual day.

All day they came and went, sheep dog
Dogged social climber, sedulous

Luster after the Maison d’Infinite
In fine (it looks like) print, the curse of snowflakes.

These lines reflect what@&@s Schuyler meant when he wrote that “His (Chai
joy in words, and the things words adumbrate, is infectious: we catdntagion o
enlightenment.” The idea of Russia as “the doomed incantation oa&aissas strang
and original as the image oteans burning “in the individual day.” And the ideas
sheep dog as a “dogged social climber” or snowflakes as a “camseds funny as thi
are unexpected. Although critics may find themselves stymieenwh comes t
analyzing these and other Igjethe exuberance they convey needs little explic
because they aren’t describing a state of being (e.qg. th@y) are that state

In addition to joyfulness, the work also contains moments of laugleodtof
hilarity, such as when he asks the gfien “Does the name R. Penis Blavatsky n
anything, at all, to you?” in the poem “Day After Day The Stdvlounted. Then |
Dismounted,” (2000) the title of which was inspired by a vaiger in a Wood
Woodpecker TV feature. But ebullience and humddasa last long before becomi
something else. Charles is a poet of emotional and imagigiic fSeveral pages ir

“Day After Day The Storm Mounted. Then It Dismounted (2000),” thexgiselancholi
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shift punctuated by a strange, surrealistic image. geffeer the emotional swer
communicates the following sequence: life is exciting; no-whié is exceedingly sau

no wait—the strangeness of life continually overwhelms us.

In fact, for a long time

I've felt like apologizing

For what seem to me excessive references to darkness
As though the available light were on trial.
Sometimes it’s virtually impossible

To get up in the morning. The days in

The middle of winter when it doesn’t begin

To get light till 7 a.m. or even later,

The swirl commandeering hydrants, curbstones,
Stoops, etc. To brush back the shadows

From the cheek of night. “To be,”

As Thomas Browne wrote, “a kind of nothing
For a moment,” a balloon with a beard...

The need to apologize for “excessive references to darknesshamdnfgsior
that “Sometimes it’s virtually impossible / To get up in the mrag” reflect the state of
individual who is no stranger to depressian fact that Charles alluded to, thoi
declined to elaborate on. There was clearly much to say on tleeofagepression, bt
he resisted sharing details.

Charles’s lengthy “Summer of Living Dangerously (2007),” tentwhile “deatl
was in the air” (both his opdmeart surgery and the imminent death of his me
Kenneth Koch), has a good deal of melanchohlar&s sees this along with certain o
poems inCadenzg2007) as the most emotionally forthcoming work he has ever w
He was surprised when a New York poet and publisher he knows faitlyold him tha
reading the book from start to finish was like sitting througtiaadup comedy routine

from Charles’ perspective, much of the poem is dark, haunted by the ideagf dind
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the poem’s gravity lightenedh the manner of a Shakespearean tragedy, by comic
absurdist interludes, which provide relief. w@ entries from “Summer of Livin

Dangerously (2007)” demonstrate this point:

Aug. 24. A long line of vehicles, from 18-wheelers to mountain bikes
and those silver scooters that were so popular a couple of years ago,
stacked up in front of a rural railroad crossing, ridge of foothilteen
distance. Two large heavyset men in dark business suits and white
socks, pants a little too short, lying on their sides on the grass intent on
fixing something at track level.

The postcard version of life gets an unnecessarily bad rap. It's one
among many, not necessarily false or reductive. To say it distorts the
toneof life is to describe in a realistic manner an aspect of life shet i
real as any other.

Aug. 25. Rain promised again—strange sort of promise—but zilch so
far (mid-afternoon). Whole blocks of sky moving slowly as if paigful
or as if hiding something that would be painful if revealed.

just before dusk a strip of bluish acetate like the thin wash of clouds
the saints go marching in.

In addition to the funny image of the “Two large heavyset maaik busines
suits and white / socks, pants a little too short...” | am sthyckhe postcard version
life.” Like a poem, or a painting for that matter, it isalldcy to sayhat the postcai
distorts life because it is “an aspects of life that i$ @l as any other.” The shap
takes, whether “false” or “reductive,” is itself a form dél-and one that emerges fr
a specific set of circumstances, which—in turn—it engdsinfluencing. Along thes
lines, Ricoeur (1970) cites the French philosopher Gaston Bachélaraviote that th
poetic image “expresses us by making us what it exprefResieur, 1970, 16). Th
idea is conceptually analogous to statements mad8téyn (1926) and Wittgenste

(1953), and is central to my theoretical argument.
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There is no single emotional tone that pervades a given poengdnsi@otiol
gives way to emotion in a manner that contrasts with the “bottledvag”of living tha
Charles associates with his younger self—that is, the self $wiloked being untihe
marriedPaula and until his life and career as a poet began to pick up somentam. |
is plausible to argue that Charles’ mother and father were atoilarents an
discauraged him from confiding in them. This would help explain the emol
containment he associates with his childhood and adolescence. thraagh the lov
and companionship of his wife, the birth of his two children, and his inog
confidence as poet that Charles became more expressively emotionally. Akthk
cannot argue that poetry was the sole cause for this change, it certaraly plale.

This process has had implications for him on the narrative l1e®élhis recen
work, once aga, he wrote: “I think my poems these days are “messier” than they u
be, which I hope is a good thing, some sort of departure. The long pluenhbegin an
end the new bookCadenza are, in this sense, more cadehke; freer and mor
inclusive thanl used to be.” A significant part of this freedom involves baimye
open, which, in addition to making his work more “cadelikaa” has influenced hi
willingness to talk about himself. As he said, “I was bottledaugyears. | wasn't ver
verkal... | mean outwardly. Probably if you had known me twenty yearyagavoulo
have found me still fairly withdrawn. And now [echoing Frank O’Hara’s poe

“Autobiographia Literaria”] here | am at the center of language. ImHgine

[2]

My second claim is that poetry enabled Chartescultivate a sphere

188



imaginative freedom that supersedes the circumscribing influefic@rofessione
specialization. Put differently, his poetic practice helped lorjustify a life in whict
value was granted to a fre&@ap of the imagination. Thus, the “imaginative variatic
that Ricoeur believed literature carried out on the real can de than transforr
consciousness; these “variations” can lead to lifestyles taghamselves progressive
nature. Nielson (196) writes about how conscious and unconscious structui
meaning can led to socmltural change by influencing individuals to build their li
and their interactions with others according to values that tramgfaditional roles an
practices. Carles’ life as a published writer and teacher of poetry expaad®w
notions of what it means to be a poet. A poet can be a soci@iane figure, who, i
addition to writing and publishing poetry, might teach, publish essays, amain
enthusiastially engaged with a community of fellow writers. Far fréw@ing a mer
hobby, poetry can and should be seen as a viable vocational clamdeene the
potentially benefits society in an ethical manner. As philosophep@gtdloan Retallac
argues in her booRoethics(2003), the poet is in a good position to help individ
become aware of the contemporary in new and life-affirming ways.

At least in part, | interpret Charles’ struggle to find ailiulfy career in hit
twenties as a reluctance to limit his imaginative life tsirgle area of specialization—
e.g., music, analytical philosophy, law, the academic study oftltex, or editing
Although he could have had financially and socially rewarding careeseveral of the:
areas, hehoseto become a poet. So insteadaoiting legal briefs, or academic pape
or editing reference books, he invested his imaginative life ircdhstruction of poeti

artifacts—he perimeters and rules of which were determined by “a tonenor &
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language, oeven a vague shape or length” (North, 1998, 118), as opposed to fi
and/or social gain. The progressive implication here is that Ghelnlese not to devc
his energy and talent to a vocation that might have diminished, dreatetry leas
harnessedhis imaginative potential to an end other than poetry. Hetegjenisfather’s
middleclass values of success and security in favor of a way of lihagemphasize
the artistic and contemplative. These values have marked his identityhasfaber anc
a teacher at Pace University. Unlike his own parents, Rmudahe have remain
supportive of their children’s varied interestd/hereas some artists and poets see fe
as a chronic distraction from their work (e.g. Tony), Charles lbak&upon the infancy
childhood, and teenage years of Jill and Michai¢h joy, pride and nostalgia. He a
takes pride in the work he has done to encourage (in many caseggtiieration colleg
students at Pace to write and appreciate poetry, as wellhetp to increase the cultu
life at the university. As he said some years ago when intexdidwy the Pace Pre:

“Pace has become a lively place for poetry.”

Paul’s poetry: an introduction

Paul's work is the best known of the three, and perimgpre entertaining whi
read aloud than the work of Charles and Tony, both of which respare concentratic
to appreciate. Paul’'s work is as stylistically varied amdginatively rich. A number
his poems are autobiographical—that is, written in a fiesson narrative voice a
populated by figures, episodes, and references from his lifeHarmatan(1976)). Or
one occasion he explained thdfpjoems are based on feelings. And whether t

feelings are conveyed in a personal sense or ezdaigt of what the imagination can ti
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those feelings into: that's the beauty... that’s the pleasureitihgvpoems.” More ofte
than not, Paul is a poet who uses his imagination to create new ffongexperience, |
opposed to merely reporting on itIn fact, he is outspoken, both in print ¢
conversation, about his distaste for poetry that is too serious anéfeedntial. “Yot
get these poets, and | mean all the time,” he explained, “andateefjunny, charming
complex people; but for some reason when they get up to read iliss serious, self-
obsessed, stolid voice. And then as soon as they're done the voice ds§fippgaer]!”
Paul is all too aware that current directions in American pgateglude the craft ar
intelligence it takes to make people laugh. The age of theeeijeentury satirists |
long over. Even Romantic poets like Lord Byron are experienditrgicam amonc
contemporary noacademic readers. Instead, the major journals, magazines,essé:
publish workthat languishes in pathos and “manufactured trauma,” as itvifen’t
traumatic enough. Paul feels similarly about activist/politpzzetry. He is all behir
nuclear disarmament, but doesn’t need to read a lemgith poem on the topic, such
Allan Ginsberg'sPlutonium Odg1981).

Unlike the familiar voice of a poet like Ginsberg, a Violi book cstssiof ¢
chorale of different voicesseme absurdist and funny, some tender, some sobel
poems range from the lyrical to the indexicaldare influenced by everything from -
eighteenth-century satirists to Renaissance memoirs and Seamtgarde poetry. Asi
the work of Tony and Charles, the bréradf learning in Paul's poetry is as impressiv
it is unsystematic. His work iseppered with allusions to masters such as Homer, \
Dante, and Shakespear@+addition to an eclectic plethora of historical and culi

references. Like Tony, he also draws heavily from personal ierpes, whethe
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mundane or significant: e.g.,tap to the deli, memories from his travels across Af
India, and Afghanistan, romantic/erotic experiences, fehdmader car acciden
television programs he has seen, overheard language fragmgntfo(end poems), ar
countless other sources. tBmore than mining these sources for material, Paul ci
new forms from them, many of which are familiar within the ekiman cultura
landscape, though ymeeticized until he gets his hands on them. Thus, Paul is very
of an American poet, assigmgpoetic significance to contemporary life. More than 1
or Charles, he is a populist poet insofar as many of the formsites in, and subjects |
writes on, are familiar parts of the contemporary Americaulltandscape, and do 1
require a college education or penchant for abstract art to appreciate.

In addition tolndex (quoted from in Chapter Four), “On an Acura Integra” f
Fracas (1999) is an example of his ability to poeticize thepoetic. In it, he makes
poem from the genre of rothat is typically left on a parked car after a fender be

without witnesses:

On an Acura Integra

Please think of this as not merely a piece
Of writing that anyone would fully
Appreciate, but as plain and simple
Words that attempt to arouse whatever
Appetencies you, especially, depend
Upon language to fulfill; that drench you

In several levels of meaning at once,
Rendering my presence superfluous.

In other words, welcome this as a poem,
Not merely a missive I've slowly composed
And tucked under your windshield wiper
So that these onlookers who saw me bash
In your fender will think I'm jotting down
The usual information and go away.
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This poem comes from an inventive mindrd one that’s intent on findil
humor in a humorless episode of modern life. INeavsdayreview of Splurgefrom
1982, New York School critic David Lehman wrote, “Paul Violi is the mosgentive
poet around. His poems can take on the form of television listiiigptych”) and zany
definitions (“Rifacimento”); he can speak with the voice of araat fortuneaeller (“Dry
Spells”) or that of a racetrack announcer (“Exacta”). Thealtesre vital, brash, ai
often very funny” Newsday 12/19, 1982). Although Paul, once again, does no
being introduced at readings as funhymor is the touchstone of his work. A mu
friend said to me recently that Violi was the closest thingesopbrary American poet
has to a Lord Byron figure. | agree with this assessment. Lg@dross decades
reviews, humor is the aspect that most critics single out fiRaulis extraordinarily
funny, as both a poet and a person. He loves to laugh, and make othkeradamell
Take the end of the poem “Counterman” fr@wernight(2007) as an example. The f
half of the poem chronicles the pagteaker’s difficulty ordering a simple “roast beel
rye, with tomato and mayo” from a deli counter. The customer behind him has mc

despite a comically outlandish order:

Roast beef on whole wheat, please,

With lettuce, mayonnaise and a center slice
Of beefsteak tomato.

The lettuce splayed, if you will,

In a Beaux Arts derivative of classical acanthus,
And the roast beef, thinly sliced, folded

In a multi-foil arrangement

That eschews Bragdonian pretensions

Or any idea of divine geometric projection
For that matter, but simply provides

A setting for the tomato

To form a medallion with a dab

Of mayonnaise as a fleuron.

And — as eclectic as this may sound —

If the mayonnaise can also be applied
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Along the crust in a Vitruvian scroll
And as a festoon below the medallion.
That would be swell.

You mean like in the Cathedral St. Pierre in Geneva?

Yes, but the swag more like the one below the rosette
At the Royal Palace in Amsterdam.

You got it.
Next.

Paul's poems are reader/audience friendljm his most recent collection
poemsOvernight(2008), readers are invited into the space of the poem itself, almc
collaborative exercise. The collection’s second poem “Finish TBestences” asks t

reader to finish a series of revealing and pithy single-sentences abtenexis

The qualities | look for in a subordinate are
A situation in which humor might be most unwelcome is
After considering which is better, to be wealthy or wise

My greatest sense of personal fulfilment depends on

Conversationally, Paul engages in a similar practice, laughitige abservatior
and stories of interlocutors as often as he chuckles in responss tavhi Humot
though, is only the tip of the proverbial iceberg. In a citationtevrifor the ocasion o
Paul’s being awarded the seventh annual John Ciardi Award for Lef&thievement |
Poetry, in 2005, Michael Palma wrote that “Although often bresmyoccasionally flif
as well as frequently laugh-out-loud funny, he is also capablerarfigspassion an

surprising tenderness.” Tleedato his long poem “Sputter and Blaze” demonstrates
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capability. The first fifteen of the fifty-one continuous, unpunctuated linek rea

Now on this cool narrow lake

your absence at evening

below the immeasurable in-between of twilight
| lie in parentheses

amused by how | can trace

in the glistening lines of this canoe

such a dear part of you

and between night and day

sweep up an armful of immediate odes
imagining | can lay them

before you and say

Here sift through these in the nibbling dark
There are more too many

for me to follow as they drip

off the dwindling light...

Considering that a coda is the concluding part of a statemergoéme’s form i
significant. Unpunctuated and without a single stanzal) the poem possesses
openness and verbosity that verges on the comical. Together, thdaramiand tende
image-rich content-e-.g., lines like: “...as they drip / off the dwindling light / rise as
the ridge darkens above the pale water / tts¢ fiouse lights begin to appear / below
low dark hills / and the willows lean father over the shorebrvey an experience
emotional complexity. “Coda” is tongue-in-cheek and heartbreaking aanhe time.

A similar depth of affective complexity also pervades the longnpt®et Breac
and Roasted Pearls,” publishedTihe Curious Builde1993). It begins in a speci
place—a MetraNorth train stalled in the long, dark tunnel leading into Grand Ce¢
Station. Restless, the poet looks at essenmrd puzzle in the newspaper he is holc

He begins to fill in the “maze of blanks” while simultaneouslyking over an episoc

of marital discord, which, quite beautifully, culminates in a momehterotic
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reconciliation: “in darkness and the cumed line / of your spine, your neck / your cl
your ears, your / legs and breasts and my open hanéahds, rough, callused, / slidi
over your taut silk / they sound like breath.”

Even though specific personal details are omitted (e.g. who ditl tawh@hom
when, and why), the poem is personal in that it captures the amorphodisieao way ¢
life episode is remembered by the individual who lived it. Pawalbis to weave tr
crossword into the story by using its clues and answers to die¢etme swerve of th

narrative:

Days | didn't hear

you speak except in your sleep,
so that one morning | woke

to the sound of your voice

and a cold draft

and the noisy sparrows

at the window.

I lay there cold and tired
Listening to Five down: The first sign
of spring, cheap talk

in the dismal, breaking light.

And when the smoke alarm,
its battery worn down,
began to beep, the signal
at first indistinguishable
from the birdcalls

but then growing louder,
triumphantly monotonous

in their absence, | remained
Three down:

A man of my word.

And that word is

Fifty-five across: Disingenuous.

This poem illustrates what Tony Towle means when he speaksobf\4ability

to “[slip] between internal perception and external observatiomasityg¢hat they becon
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one.” It also illustrates how, for Paul, nothing is off limits;ia Tony’s work every
lived or imagined experience becomes a candidate for inclusion pwera—from the
morning commute to a life-changing epiphany. And Paul’'s lideyssuggests thdte
knew from an early age that the more experiences he wasoapéek into his life th
better his writing would be. Recall again that he rejetteats’ dichotomy between tl
life and the art, insisting that the two actively nourished one anotimehnis very owr
words: “Energy is energy, and experience generates experammtdf you're writing
you’re writing... | wanted it all. It wasn’t a dichotomy. | wasn’t being torn by bullsh
wanted a family; | wanted children; | wanted a job; and | watdeadrite. That Yeatsia
perfection of a life or perfection of an adl don’t buy it and | don’t think he did eithe

Enough said.

Progressive Energies
Paul’s creative life embodies Faulkner’s notion that it waswthir’'s job is tc

create otiof the materials of the human spirit something that did net &efore. Th

practice of creating new things can be seen both in his work andhdbe sf his lif¢

story. The psychological implication here is that [1] Paul’agmative life influence

the way he lives and goes about narrating his life. | also believe that P2uh has age

his poetic practice has taken on an increasingly important psyatadlogle. Writing

has helped him to maintain a redemptive narrative, especiallysjpomee to life-
disrupting experiences. Paul and his family have faced sevejal tife struggles il

recent years. McAdams (2006) writes about a phenomenon he caksiémeptive self.
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Such individuals are generativer—an Eriksonian senseand tell redemiwve life
stories. Although they are no strangers to setbacks, deprivationatasgain, the
stories are characterized by themes of early advantage, aenaas of the suffering
others, moral depth, power vs. love, redemption, and future growiti-passess
narrative tone characterized by positive affectivity. It islta say whether or not PaL
life narrative, which meets McAdams’ (2006) structural and themratjuirements fc
redemption, would have remained redemptive had he curtailegpdasc practice
however, it seems safe to argue that the humor and absurdity ereddnsavork help:
him remain open to the beauty, serendipity, and possibilities afjliaspecially in th

wake of setbacks and adversity.

[1]

In Composing a Lifg1989), Bateson suggests that life stories differ in s
according to a host of intersectional identity variables (e.g. sex/genxieal seientation
ethnicity, age, etc.). She writes, “Just as the designlufilding or of a vase must
rethought whe the scale is changed, so must the design of lives. Many ofdsiebasi
concepts we use to construct a sense of self or the designfefhaie changed the
meanings: Work. Home. Love. Commitment’ (Bateson, 1989, 2). On thedt
“design,” | was struck by how Paul's life story differed from those of hisntls
Comparatively, he spent less time discussing his career, aed b#d difficulty
remembering specific dates. And as opposed to constructingaehdédtoverview ¢
specific epochs folife (as Charles did), or narrating a chronologically det:

autobiography (as Tony did), Paul's preference was to sharécaloand imagisti
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personal anecdotes. Funny and absurdist as they were, manyowstreicted around —
or in direct response to threatening circumstances. Here are five examples frol

interview transcripts:

Paul tells the story of being slapped by a teacher at Mount Bhchael's
Academy and then getting revenge by taking the same brothef austudent-
faculty football game months after.

Paul tells the story of catching two young men robbing his heomdeinjured hi.
toes when he decided to kick the young man in the butt with his bare foot.

Paul tells the story of his wife Anne being bitten by a smakearby veods ont
summer evening shortly after they listened to a recordifaaddise Lost

Paul tells the story of his family renting a house fora@@8 Christmas holida;
in West Palm Beach and the entire family, excluding himsetfingedevoure:
by fleas.

Paul tells a funny story about drinking too much coffee anaigbenhable to ree
his poems well at a public reading in Bryant Park in spring 2#8%use h
hands were shaking.

In 2002, Paul published a collection of prose sketches caéesttedAccidents
Pointless Anecdotes The structure mentioned above can be found in many of
sketches. Taken from episodic journal entries dating back to thé0sj the selection
which range from one to four pages in length, involve humiliating anddagerou
circumstances in which the firperson speaker narrowly escapes a compromising
The life of the narrator is populated with accidents and macabpeses at every tur
Examples include giving a poetry reading to a small audiencgubfVerbal” and “semi-
verbal” adults at a community library in 1981 that yields “a nod andraous laugh,
loud snort and two full smiles;” an altercation with an officiouslisy while driving uf
Hudson Street in 1990 that concludes with the cycladwertently peddling into an op

dumpster; and the predicament of teaching a writing workshop and heaalying intc
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hysterics when a student reads a heart-orstigeves piece of fiction about a job he
as a rent-a-clown.

Threats and/or explicitahgers are infused with humor and absurdity, w
pacify a dangerous and threatening world. An identical phenomenon mnaikable
number of his poems. For instance, “Extenuating Circumstance®niclas ¢
conversation between the poem’s speaker apdliae officer who pulls him over f
speeding on the Taconic Parkway. Although a routine traffic stop ineaty a:
dangerous as other obstacles, the Taconic is a notoriously hazardowsithoadhigr
annual mortality rate and Paul is driving athtignd in wintry conditions. Despite the

dangers, the poem is funny and entertaining. The second half goes—

...If we accept that a parkway

is a work of art, the faster

we go the greater the tribute

to its power of inspiration,

a lyrical propulsion that approaches
the spiritual and tempts demands
the more intrepid of us

to take it from there.

That sense of the illimitable,

when we feel we are more the glory
than the jest or riddle of the world
that's what kicked in, albeit

briefly, as | approached

the Croton Reservoir Bridge.

And on a night like this, starlight
reignited above a snowfall's last
flurry, cockeyed headlights scanning
the girders overhead, eggshell
snowcrust flying off the hood,
hatching me on the wing

like a song breaking through prose,
the kind | usually sing

through my nose:

So much to love,
A bit less to scorn
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What have | done?
To what end was | born?

To teach and delight.
Delight . . . or offend.
Luck's been no lady,
Truth a sneaky friend.

Got the heater on full blast,
Window jammed down,
Odometer busted,
Speedometer dead wrong:

Can't tell how fast I'm going,

Don't care how far I've gone.

“The jest or riddle of the world” is a reworking of Alexander Psgdme “The
Glory, jest and riddle of the worldffom “Essay on Man” (1734). Written in her
couplets, Pope’s poem was meant to “vindicate the ways of God to mi&ewise, Pau
exhorts the patrolman to interpret his speeding as a peccadhio &idivinely perfecte
order—which was precisely wharought on the “sense of the illimitable” that cat
him to speed in the first place.

In addition to infusing danger with playfulness, his life story anetiponvork
eschew reporting on the “peak” and “nadir” moments of a lifeaworf of a quirkily
incidental portrait of being in the world. Over our conversations, dPege not to ope
up about personal struggles, nor was he interested in talking about thiatsugsetha
mark his career as a poet. Instead, he told entertaining dtoneshe naterials of hi:
everyday life—e.g., something he remembered his father saying in response tof
Edward R. Murrow’s televised interviews, memories of explorimg then rural nort
shore of Long Island in the fifties, the time his young son medetoa school of fish &

“wobbly boys,” or something outrageous he once overheard while congnfiom
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Beacon to Manhattan on the Metxmrth train. A similar observation can be made a
his work. Like the poem “Counterman” quoted from in the previousasectit's a
Wonderful Life” involves a fantastical trip to the local branchisf bank, the “Nation:

Bank of Westchester:”

After the national fanfare died down, the quintuplets grew up protected
from further exploitation in the safety and privacy that state funds anit publ
donations ensured. But, inevitably, they had to enter the real world. On their
eighteenth birthday they went to work as tellers in the same bank, mythbank
National Bank of Westchester. The first time | walked in and kamtbehind
the counter my heart skipped a beat: Veronica, Vanessa, Vivian, Next Telle
Please, Valerie, Vicki. With their dark complexions, ruffled white l#ewEnd
full red lips -- like petals from a mythical flower, like the tensytplucked from
their tills, they were identical down to the last curlicue. All | could think tlat
it would take a lifetime to explain this moment, an eternity to explait@nhé.

All | could say was, "Marvelous, incombustibly marvelous!" Words thaveth

down the line as people from all walks of life couldn't help but agree. Beisind h
desk smiled B. Yourgrau, Manager, assured that another customer had found the
answer to all his banking needs.

This poem elevates an everyday suburban American world to high coaredy,
by doing do, encourages the reader to see the afktotiar ritual in an entirely ne'
light.

Finally, Paul’'s more “personal” poems feel as if they weriéen in response -
something beautiful or tragic, but seldom reveal what that tkinblis love poems rare
reveal the name of the beloved; and poems about worry almost ndueeitite sourc
of his concern. The poem—“Written In A Time Of Worry And Woejueted in full a

the end of the biographical chapter—fits this description. Here it is again—

| stopped and leaned over the footbridge rail.

Far below, roaring by the library,

The stream plunged through deep winter with the force
That follows a spring thaw, re-enacting
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In a short stretch its ever-varied course.

| watched it flow clear under clear black ice,
Churn frothy under gray, tunnel and swirl
Under snow, pool and spill, then slide over
And under overturned stumps and debiris.

| watched until | thought: February—

The apex of the year, and felt so far

Above the sum of whatever I've known

Or seen or done that | couldn’t care less
What | must have lost to feel so cold and free.

What's causing the worry and woe? What is it that the poestrhave lost?
These types of questions can also be asked of his life storyngtamce, when ludgec
him to elaborate upon the event he mentioned mourning in the Leo Edelstein inter
declined. “Can you tell me about it?” | asked. “I'd rather not tgdasy replied. He als
declined to say anything specific about the erotic poems he hasnwrBeing sensitiv
to his comfort level, | refrained from pressing the issue, btiblefconversations feelit
that a good deal was left unsaid.

In these and perhaps other ways, | believe that the shape of Paul’s poktiag
influenced the shapa his life story. This would not have surprised Gertrude Stein,
in “Composition As Explanation” (1926) wrote, “Nothing changes fromegation tc
generation except the thing seen...” (Stein, 1993, 495). Stein believteth¢hthing
(whatever the “thing” happens to constitute) wasde to be seen in the act
composition. Thus, aspects of one’s condition are a product of one’staegtdgment
In “How Writing Is Written” she writes that it is the busisesf the writer to live one
contemporaness in the composition of one’s writing. For Paul, the telling lie story
is very much of a poetic endeavor, embodying Bateson’s (1989) notion“tath-of us

has worked by improvisation, discovering the shape of our creation &lengaly, rather
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than pursuing a vision already defined” (Bateson, 1989, 1). The productiois shap

has been influenced by his lifelong activity of composing language poetically.

[2]
Like the curious builder described in the arcane-sounding finalastarizs lag
poem “The Curious Builder” (1992)lnes that are taken from “To the Reader”

Samuel Daniel—Paul is the craftsman of his own life:

Behold once more with serious labor here

Have | refurnished out this little frame,

Repaired some parts defective here and there,

And passages new added to the same,

Some rooms enlarged, made some less than they were
Like to the curious builder who this year

Pulls down, and alters what he did the last

As if the thing in doing were more dear

Than being done, and nothing likes that's past.

As mentioned earlier, McAdams (2006rites on how redemptive adults emp
narrative strategies to activellyansform bad into good, or at the very least i
something livable. Although Paul does not use poems as sites im twmesist that, say
a disease is some kind of “blessing in disguise,” his waliteigffirming. A poem fron
Overnight(2008) called “Brief Lives...” is an outstanding example. It iseblasn the
life of a Polish dwarf named Joseph Boruwlaski who was boivB9 and lived “to t
almost 98, a record for a dwarf.” The reader learns that beried in Durham Cathed
“Under a slab marked JB. / In St. Mary-thess Church / A memorial tablet says
faced changes / In fortune with cheerful resignation.& pbem then proceeds to iternr

the events of his remarkable existena@eg- being taken in by aristocrats after bi
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orphaned at the age of nine; being taught violin by the musicaéreas his day; beir
given a diamond ring by a young Maria Antoieetbeing “continuously fondled |
ladies” and marrying one; being named a count by King Stanilaiosiring the court
of Europe and Asia Minor with his wife; and being deserted by his, wthom h

outlives by decades. The final 13 lines of the poem go—

Long after she dies she still complains about his wife,
How when he annoyed her she would put him
On a high shelf and leave the room.

The actor Stephen Kemble (who

At 476 pounds played Falstaff

Without stuffing) becomes a dear friend.

Both of them die on the same day.

He travels often in his life, as far as Lapland
And Nova Zembla, where fascinated natives
Keep him awake day and night,

And in their songs thank the sun (which they
Politely decline to believe is a star)

For allowing them to see this man.

Although | am not suggesting that Joseph Boruwlaski is Paul Viwretar:
similarities between the dwarf’s story and Paul's own—mainlyejhie, funtoving tone
with which the narrative is told. Despite limitations, setbacks, teagedies, foboth,
changes in fortune are faced with “cheerful resignation.” Altege lines, the poe
“September 13, 2001” involves taking a cab uptown “to teach another dlassgay:
after the September Yerrorist attacks. There’'s no mention of 9/11;éast the poel
constitutes a reaffirmation of the city at a moment of feaefsd and uncertainty. Her:

is in its entirety:

“When you leave New York, you're not going anywhere,”
Del tells a bunch of customers leaving The Grange.
Leaving New York...? What a strange notion.
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I’'m out the door, too, uptown to teach another class.
Cabbies so annoyingly polite they throw me off my stride.
They're stopping at stop signs for Christ's sake.

On Commerce Street a building, narrow, tower-like—I
Never noticed it before—a great flaming rooftop grove

Of birches soaring in the wind. Phoenix...Phoenicity...

Is there such a word? Felix...Felicity—Anyway,
Something for this city to set its watch by.

Uptown early enough for another coffee, | stop

At the West End, keep a weak joke about Oswald Spengler
To myself, and ask Jay to translate what he’s chalked up
On the slate board behind the béeni, Vidi, Velcro:

“I came, | saw, | stuck around.”

There is psychological significance in Paul's assertion #iaiti—defined as
source of happinessis-“Something for this city to set its watch by.” Despike
calamity of 9/11, Paul, the poet, is busy using his linguistic imdgmdo generat
affirmative possibilities in an environmental context marked bypteanxiety, fear, ar
retributive anger. The message chalked up on the slate board tehival,Veni, Vidi,
Velcro (“I came, | saw, | stuck around”), is a fitting mantra for amwho sticks arour
through the twists and turns of life and can still laugh.

The opposite of agenerative life story, writes McAdams (2006), i
“contaminated” or “broken narrative,” which is a narrative mark®d repetition
existential despair, and a pattern in which good things almostabgviturn out bac
Recall Paul's two Vietnam veterafriends, both of who possess “contaminai
narratives as a result of combat trauma and alcoholism. One dfighds couldn’
communicate in proper sentences, preferring to “make sound éffétits narrative ha
quite literally broken down. Also reéadhe dreams Paul elaborated upon in the
Edelstein interview. In one of them he was “trying and faitmgnderstand, to decipfr

a language that | couldn’t use to articulate the sorrow | félot Paul, there’s trepidati
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surrounding the breakdown of expressive language.

Concluding Remarks

Project Objective

The objective of this project was to show how art plays a ralleerprocesses
living. In the tradition of William James (1902), | chose a qualga idiographic
method becausewas interested in understanding my subjects and their adisttion:
from a phenomenological perspective. My subjects were three aldirnaale friend:
who all self-identify as poetsand more specifically, as New York City poets. Pal
ways from a psychotographical tradition that tends to ransack the works of write
clues to help locate underlying fears, preoccupations, and neurosesalysea wer
more progressive than regressive. | wanted to learn about h@etivigy of writing, the
content and form of the textual artifact, and the social raatifios of selfidentifying as
a poet affected my subjects on a psychological level, with anesttin whether or n
being a poet offered them psychological utility. This required titop thinking abou
poetry as merely representational, and consider how it was beidg regardless «
whether thisuse was intended by the poet. Ricoeur's (1970) double hermen
influenced my interpretations immensely. Whereas my inteneited energence of
poetic identity employed a regressive lens, my analyseBeofjtammar of the poet

used a progressive one.

Findings: the Regressive

Although | eschewed the question of why my subjects wrote, bdesed a fai
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amount about the manner which and when their artistic identities emerged. Per
not surprisingly, and despite demographic similarities, the shapetheir poetic
vocations differed on account of differing sets of psychological, Iso@ad
developmental variables.

Paul andCharles were able to finish college, whereas Tony dropped out !
his first semester to support a pregnant teenage wife. Usittker Charles or Paul, w
were able to make a living wage through work, marriage, and lategritance, Ton
struggled vith “borderline poverty” for stretches of time during his eadulayears, an
remains in a tenuous financial place now at the age of seventy.ami Charles hay
been married for forty or more years to their wives, Anne anthPa ony, on the other
hand, was married twice, in addition to having two consecutive fouytsn-
relationships. Professionally, Charles and Paul aredssitified teachers, and talk ab
teaching as a “calling” and a “vocation.” Charles is fulltipeet-in-residence dace
University, and Paul teaches poetry and literature clas€eslamnbia, The New Schoc
and at New York University’s School for Continuing Education. Tony, onother
hand, has worked as a private textbook editor since leaving his jible aecredry of
ULAE in the early 1980s, a decision he continues to regmefierring to it as “somethir
| fucked up.”

As for demographic and other similaritiegf-three had parents with upwar:
mobile values and who raised their families in the early subudramanities that begz
to dot Long Island and Westchester County in the decade followhil;\Vthey are al
white and heterosexual; they were all influenced to varying edsgrby th

countercultural movements of the late 50s and 60s and were drawn towth®wo
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NYC arts scene because of its reputation; they are all bettte ages of 65 (Paul) ¢
70 (Tony) [Charles is 66]; none served in the military; none of tfemilies was
particularly religious; they all think of themselves as “@Heenter” Demarats; they a
have two children (Tony has three including a hydrocephalic child,ss&lAnn, wh:
was institutionalized shortly after she was born); they wiksoaially affiliated with on
or more of the four founding male poets of the so-called Newk Y5chool of poetry
John Ashbery, Frank O’Hara, Kenneth Koch, and James Schuylenresl ¢ontinue t
be known commodities at the Saint Mark’s Church poetry project in dow
Manhattan; all three have published with the same literarygs-egsrincipdly, Swollen
Magpie Press, Kulchur Books, Adventures in Poetry, Sun Press, tdabgose Pres
and Pataphysics Magazine.

The notion of being a poet emerged at different moments for eauhl.t@ugh
of himself as a writer from late childhood on. Thearagement of his parents seernr
have played a significant role in this developmental portrait.ikeli@harles and Ton
Paul was never pressured, explicitly or implicitly, to pursneoae traditional vocation
path. A child and teenage clarineti®harles pursued poetry against the wishes c
father and after a series of other identities. Tony, whose gtongs to more of a cris
model, started writing in response to a series ofdiseupting events drove him tc
suicide attempt during &iearly 20s. All three were encouraged to write and thil
themselves as poets by at least one older and more establishédmtie scene™—
meaning someone who had status around Saint Mark’s, who had published woe
project's magazines and pamphlets, and etvexe or had access téshbery, O’'Hara

Schuyler, or Koch. Tony, again, was taken on by O’Harayl€havas encouraged
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Koch and then by Tony; and Paul was championed by Tony, and then inlyh@0saby
Koch.

Therefore, being a poetas not only a personal choice, but also a social/rela
process that required the aesthetic and personal affirmation ofdan robhster. TF
social portrait that emerges here is reminiscent of the worksifgpeat Dutch painte
such as Rubens ari@embrandt (Schama, 1999). In these workshops, favor el
survival. Younger painters ingratiated themselves to establishiediers in hopes
acquiring the private and publics commissions necessary to pdgyehgr career:
Similarly, Tony, Chaes, and Paul were given varying stamps of approval by Asl
O’Hara, Schuyler, and/or Koch. And all three continue to publish trex gkeheration’
blurbs on the backs of their books. Their affiliations with these matintie to hel,
them network with an array of poets, artists, students, and publishers.

Here, a question must be ask&dhat did it take to win the favor of the ol
generation? Acceptance involved more than literary merit, although that needbd
part of the larger package. Loogiver the interview transcripts, | found several ¢
to help explain the social and material conditions behind being “chaseip’speak. (:
Physically being around New York to take workshops at either gve 8thool or Sair
Mark’s and to attend ealings; (2) following the work of the older generation and wr
criticism and reviews on occasion; (3) dedicating poems to thertegdhing their wor
to younger generations of students, and thus ensuring an ongoing readershigl)yesx
the nortleast; and (5) maintaining lasting social bonds with other studbstgles, an
admirers of the first generation.

There are also specific demographic factors that helped my sibgepin the
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“scene” when they did. Aside from LeRoi Jones, an Afrigdarerican poet and friend
Frank O’Hara, and the Chinesenerican poet John Yau, a student of John Ashben
Brooklyn College, the New York School is almost entirely whited @redominantl
male. Although Barbara Guest is at times included alondgstbery, O’'Hara, Schuyle
and Koch as a founding member of the first generation, and female IpeeEileer
Myles, Anne Waldman, and Ann Lauterbach are considered by David Lgli9@8) tc
be members of the “second generation,” this subculture is ghedle. And thoug
three of the four founding male members of the first generatishifgry, O’Hara, ar
Schuyler) were homosexual, the larger “scene” is compriseaaaly heterosexual me
Still, all three of my subjects were aware that thereeviienits to how close they cou
get to their literary heroes on account of not being gay. Take'S@oynments ii
Memoir about realizing that he could only get “so close” to O’Hara on accot
O’Hara’s sexuality, or Charles concluding that one could be apd&tw York and “no
be gay” after a party at Anne Waldman'’s apartment.

Interestingly, this highly regional and social way of becomipget is a relic ¢
the past. At least three factors explain this shift: thee afsthe poetry MFA, significal
changes within the publishing industry, and the ways that the interaenthaenced th
poetry market. There were virtually no MFA programs for pedtsn my subjects we
young; whereas since the mid-80s aspiring poets frequently aftEAdprograms as a
means of gaining access to writers whose work they admirevhode influence me
help them get into print. Also, the relatively recent proliferatf first books contes
and blind editorial reading have lessened the social dimensions bgéiitiolg nto

magazines and producing books. These changes have, in a sense nedgshgdry int
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an activity that is less relational/social than it once was.

Findings: the Progressive

Above and beyond regressive observations, my primary objective waske®o ma
psychological claims about the forms of consciousness (Ricoeur,, 8768w way 0
being (Stein, 1926) that poetry helped each of my subjects to ci¢ate, once again,
what | discovered—

Tony’s early abstract work signaled a deflection from reeseof life-disrupting
experiences; as he gradually self-identified as a New Ya#t, the work—n the
tradition of Frank O’Hara-became increasingly autobiographical. Poetry providec
with a flexible means of narrating a life that was neitiredictdole nor easy. Thus, |
matter how disparate and depressing living may have seenfedyds meaningft
insofar as it provided material for poems—or, as he puts it in fNg&hristmas:” ho
event in your life is of the slightest importance, / but there is nothing ymotase; the
unceasing events of your boring life / occur only for the sucakasparticular poem
awaiting your efforts on a horizén.Tony’s poems are hermetic spaces within whic
organizes discordant fragments into a meaningéuiative and imagistic totality. | al
claimed that poetry helped him create a thicker social netwonkiiactually possess:
This network constitutes a surrogate family. Given the recldebavior of his fathe
and Tony’s own decision to leawso sets of wives and their children, it makes sense
he would attempt to construct a cldget group of friends with whom to associate.
Tony's case, poetry played — and continues to plan-mportant psychological a

social role. It has beetne most constant thread in his life, and literally “makes
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bearable.”

Looking across the decades of Charles’ work, | see a man who liha pseit
practice to feel emotion moapenly than he once did, as well as to cultivate a sph
imaginative freedom that supersedes the circumscribing effettgrofessione
specialization.Due to a combination of dispositional shyness and a familial envinah
that lacked nurturing, Charles felt “bottled up” for much of Hes. liPoetry helped op
him emotionally—evidenced by the ew&rifting affectivity that characterizes his wc
His newly found ability to write “freer” and “more emotionallgoincides (perhaj
causally) with his willingness to share his life story. $&gond claim was that becomgi
a poet signaled a radical departure from the expectations pharests. | argued th
Charles’ poetic practice helped him to create a life in Wwhialue was giverto
imaginative play. This led to personal and vocational choices tbhateal him tobuild a
life distinct from the one expected of him by his domineering fatAdus, | conclude
that the “imaginative variationghat Ricoeur believed literature carried out on the
can do more than transform consciousness; these “variations” chtolégestyles the
are in thenselves progressive in nature, especially when they invite yogegeration
to live their lives in a similar fashion.

Finally, |1 argued that Paul's poetic style—both in form and conrtamtuencec
the way he narrates higd story. The stories he shared during our lengthy convers
bore an uncanny resemblance to his wopkiacipally insofar as the stories wi
humorous and incidental and omitted details pertaining to professioriab sac
superlatives in favor of amabsurdist and comical narrative mosaic. Furthermc

claimed that poetry for Paul has taken on an important psychdlogieas he has age
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Whereas it was a source for adventure, joy, and experimentati@ry@ung man, it hi
increasingly become apace within which he mollifies tragedy and danger thr
absurdity, humor, and tenderness. This ability enables Paul to maantaglemptiv:
narrative, even amidst a cluster of ongoing concerns and struggles.

These claims constitute a profoundly psychological approacit-ene that finc
its roots in an existential philosophical framework (e.g. Sat®é8). Unlike Marxist-
influenced Social psychologists (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979), my approach
seriously the possibility that human personalign’'t principally determined L
social/environmental forces, but is equally open to change from withie. eXistentie
philosopher Maxine Greene (1988) has argued for a dialectical tanttlirsy of freedor
that balances environmental and situational datesm with personal agency. Althou
| don’t believe that narrative—and in my particular case poelwgs-the ability to chang

everything, | am chary of underestimating its transformative capacity

Implications for Personality Psychology

If this proje¢ has been at least moderately successful, it has madseafa
understanding the role art can play in the construction and expeoémsedfhood. I
order to be as explicitly theoretical as possible, | will noylan how my finding:
expand upon a popular conceptualization of personality within academic psychology.

McAdams and Pals (2006) developed a fpent framework toward

oM

[a})

“integrative science of personality” (McAdams & Pals, 2006)rsé&®ality is defined
(1) an individual's unique varian on the evolutionary design for human nai

expressed asa@evelopingpattern of (2) dispositional traits, (3) characteristic adapta
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and (4) self-defining life narratives situated in specific §6gio-cultural contextsThe
authors conceptuakzlevel one as grounded in the evolutionary imperatives of biolc
survival and reproduction. Personality is likely to be affectesitifer survival or th
ability to reproduce is threatened. Level two is comprised sfoditional traits, whic
are broad, non-conditional, @entextualized, and heritable dimensions of hu
individuality that form the foundations of personality. Above the founddti@mvels
(one and two), McAdams and Pals (2006) understand level three to be nsmabf
cognitive, developmental, and motivational adaptatioak-ef which are contextualize
in time, space, and social environment. These adaptations aredeferby Cantc
(1990) asmiddle-level unitof personality and include goals, motives, plans, strate
strivings, virtues, values, cognitive schemas, developmental tasks, anrdal
representations of self and othetsevel four is made up of the stories individuals te
a representational means of conveying identity to themselves and.othiée storie,
which are mutable, attempt to maintain a relatively stable itgemr what Ricoeu
(1992) calls aliscordant concordancef self and sameness. Ricoeur (1992) thoug
narrative as being continually “after” a life. Put diffefgntife stories arenot mimetic
reflections of objective experience; they are an attempt on thefgae speaking subje
to construct and convey meaning to himself/herself and othidrs.fifth and final leve
proposed by McAdams and Pals (20063utture, or what Shweer and Sullivan (199:
describe as a complex mix of meanings, existential practices, and descabmit hume
existence that exist within a given group or society.

My study challenges the McAdams and Pals (2006) model in tags. [1]

challenges the definition of a narrative; [2] it challengesomstiof whatloesanddoesn'
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change across personality; and [3] it suggests a sixth leyrsbnality that should |
considered in tandem with the other levels.

[1] McAdams and Pals (2006), again, define narrative asstbries individual
tell as a means of conveying their identities to themselvdthers McAdams (198¢
1996, 2006) has produced an extensive body of qualitative and quantitatateiiéeha
attempts to define what constitutaspersonal narrative. However, he consiste
overlooks nortraditional narrative forms, whether poetic or visual/imagistitich
undoubtedly play a role in conveying who individuals were, are, and dre pracess (
becoming. In addition to a lifgtory, diary entries, stories, paintings, poems, dr
letters—really any expressive genre that employs timebelic (Lacan, 2007)-may
constitute a means of constructing and conveying identity. Along fivese Freu
(1895) believed thaDedipus RexandHamletwere textual sites within which the mer
functioning and psychic histories of Sophocles and Shakespeare could be located.

[2] In terms of personality chang®lcAdams and Pals (2006) write that cha

over time is most evident across the third and fourth levels of personality:

The framework described herein points to other features of péitgena
characteristic adaptations and narrative identityat- are likely to sho
considerable change over time, in accord with shifting develofahdemands
and maturation. More so than trait models, furthermore, approachdeatuae
characteristic adaptations and narrative identity can sheddigiprocesses a
mechanisms of developmental change (McAdams & Pals, 2006, 214).

To the contrary, my findgs suggest that language can cause pervasive ¢
across at least four levels. Take the case of Charles NortBxdmple. | argued tr

writing helped him open up emotionally and move beyond |difgr struggles wit
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depression and shyness. Thignsformation, albeit gradual, involved changes a
dispositional, characteristic/adoptive, narrative, and sogioral levels. Th
philosopher Garry Hagberg (2008), cited in Chapter One, arguelhtigatage, fronthe
perspective of Wittgenstein, wése primary vehicle of selfhood, and that persons «
to resemble the life-defining pictures they narrated. A ngerdefining picture
influenced how they perceived and adtethe world, determining “...which experienc
are salient and which not, thus shaping, at least partiabpbsequent choices
response to the picture, the unfolding narrative” (Hagberg, 2008, 221).

From a psychological perspective, it is interesting to wonder hovagige thes
life-defining pictures are when it comes to genotypic dimensubnsersonality. Gregc
(2007) divides personality into two categorieste-level personalitywhich he defines ¢
“affective states and tensions that characterize the genatypiore level” andsocial
personality which he defines as an ongoing reconfiguration of the lewed-personalit
“in congruence with a set of cultural prototypes and mseatiments” (Gregg, 200
213). A change of identity will cause changes to personality isghse that one’s core-
level personality is reconfigured into a neacial personality. Whether a new soci
personality can, in turn, change a person at the core lexwale a topic of debate. 1 ¢
inclined, though, to believe that it can.

[3] Lastly, my findings point to the presence of a possslixth level: the artifac
That is, creations as “ways of being” that influence who weoilme. The form of lif
that is created via a particular use of languags—theorized by Wittgenstein
Philosophical Investigations(1953)—is informed by extraxéual contexts (e.(

social/environmental conditions), but also actively informs thesdexts, potentiall
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changing them. Quoting again from Gertrude Stei@@mposition as Explanation
(1926), “The only thing that is different from one time to anothevhat is seen and wt
is seen depends upon how everybody is doing everything."SixnMemos(1988),
Calvino quotes Gadda as saying, “To know is to insert something intoisviesal an:
hence to distort reality” (Calvino, 1988, 108). Or, as CharlethNuarites in “Summer ¢
Living Dangerously: “The postcard version of life gets an unrseciéyg bad rap. It's one
/ among many, not necessarily false or reductive. To say arigshe toneof life is to
describe in a realistic manner an aspect of life that isee as any othér.The artifact:

people create are as much a part of a life as the life that the adga&tso represent.
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