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American Life In Poetry

BY TED KOOSER, U.S.
POET LAUREATE, 2004-
2006

To read in the news that a
platoon of soldiers has been
killed is a terrible thing, but
to learn the name of just
one of them makes the news
even more vivid and sad. To
hold the name of someone
or something on our lips is
a powerful thing. It is the
badge of individuality and
separateness.

Charles Harper Webb,
a California poet, takes
advantage of the power of
naming in this poem about
the steady extinction of
animal species.

The Animals are

Leaving
One by one, like guests at
a late party
They shake our hands
and step into the dark:
Arabian ostrich; Long-
eared kit fox; Mysterious
starling.

One by one, like sheep
counted to close our eyes,

They leap the fence and
disappear into the woods:

Atlas bear; Passenger
pigeon;  North  Island
laughing owl;

Great auk; Dodo; Eastern
wapiti; Badlands bighorn
sheep.

One by one, like grade
school friends,

They move away and fade
out of memory:

Portuguese ibex; Blue
buck;  Auroch; Oregon
bison;

Spanish imperial eagle;
Japanese wolf; Hawksbill

Sea turtle; Cape lion;
Heath hen; Raiatea thrush.

J

One by one, like children
at a fire drill, they march
outside,

And keep marching,
though teachers cry, “Come
back!”

Waved albatross; White-
bearded spider monkey;

Pygmy chimpanzee;
Australian night parrot;

Turquoise  parakeet;
Indian cheetah; Korean
tiger;

Eastern harbor
Ceylon elephant;
Indian rhinoceros.

seal;
Great

One by one, like actors in
a play that ran for years

And wowed the world,
they link their hands and
bow

Before the curtain falls.

American Life in
Poetry is made possible
by The Poetry Foundation
(www.poetryfoundation.
org), publisher of Poetry
magazine. It is also
supported by the Department
of English at the University
of Nebraska-Lincoln.
Poem copyright (c) 2006
by Charles Harper Webb.
Reprinted from “Amplified
Dog,” by Charles Harper
Webb, published by Red Hen
Press, 2006, by permission
of the author and publisher.

Introduction copyright
(© 2009 by The Poetry
Foundation.

The introduction’s author,
Ted Kooser, served as
United States Poet Laureate
Consultant in Poetry to
the Library of Congress
from 2004-2006. We do
not accept unsolicited
manuscripts.
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Writers And Poets!

The Eastland/Callahan County Newspapers
announce that the Baird Star will be publish-
ing submitted poetry and short stories. We will
also be publishing a literary journal in the near

future.

1. We ask for first-time publishing rights. All
other rights will remain with the author.
2. There will be no payment, but you will get
your works before the general public. We

will

be sending sample copies to other organiz-
tions, the literary world and libraries for

their

archives and your notoriety.
3. Short stories should be brief. Poetry should
be no longer than 24 lines.
4. Each submission should be typewritten, sin-
gle spaced, with author’s name and contact in-

for-

mation in the top right hand corner. You

must

include a SASE for the return of the submis-

sion.

5. Please address all submissions to:
Literary Editor
Eastland/Callahan County
Newspapers
P. O. Box 29
Eastland, TX 76448
email: thebairdspotlight@ att.net

Girls Interrupted

Two new memoirs by poets
Lavinia Greenlaw and Sarah
Manguso.

by Carla Blumenkranz

Poetry Media Service

The Importance of Music
to Girls, by Lavinia Greenlaw.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
$23.00

The Two Kinds of Decay, by
Sarah Manguso. Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, $22.00

Few writers are memoirists
by profession, and it’s hard to
imagine what the qualifications
might be. A compelling and
even awful life history helps
(Mary Karr), but it’s not really
necessary or a guarantee.
Exceptional success in some
other field (Barack Obama)
also creates basic narrative
interest, but a talent for politics,
for example, doesn’t always
translate into a talent for
meaningful reflection.

Whatdoesseemtodistinguish
many great memoirists, though,
is an almost supernatural
intuition with language: the
ability to take recollections that
have personal resonance and
make them echo for readers in
written sentences (Joan Didion,
Jamaica Kincaid, and Elie
Wiesel). In comparison with
this gift, experience seems
almost beside the point.

It’s no surprise, then, that
poets so often write memoirs,
and that they take to the prose
form so naturally. Karr is
the blockbuster example of a
contemporary poet-memoirist,
but other young poets who have
written in the form in recent
years include Nick Flynn and
Paisley Rekdal. Most recently,
both Sarah Manguso and
Lavinia Greenlaw have written
memoirs that press on the
boundary between poetry and
prose and affectingly describe,
in intentional fits and starts, the
poets’ tumultuous girlhoods.

Sarah Manguso was 20 when
she was diagnosed with chronic
inflammatory  demyelinating
polyneuropathy (CIDP), an
obscure neurological disorder.
Manguso  describes ~ what
happened to her in about 80
discrete sections, each focused
on one character or moment
and none longer than two or
three pages. The paragraphs,
or perhaps stanzas, tend to be
short and are separated by one-
line breaks that function like
intakes of breath. Manguso’s
writing is similar to poet
Paisley Rekdal’s in that, as
one reviewer wrote of Rekdal’s
memoir The Night My Mother
Met Bruce Lee, the writing is
poetic “not in its dictions but
in its elisions.” Like Rekdal,
Manguso tends to let the most
significant moments in the text
fall in the line breaks between
thoughts.

At the same time, in what she
chooses to describe, Manguso
is strenuously precise. Most
often, this is the facts of her
illness and treatment, and
how both physically felt. For
example, when  Manguso
explains that she had a central
line implanted into her chest,
she writes that she would like
the reader to know exactly
how the cold blood infusions
felt. She would like to invent
a metaphor, she writes, but
instead it seems most accurate
to say that “it felt like liquid,

thirty degrees colder than my
body, being infused slowly but
directly into my heart, for four
hours.”

Memoirs of  sickness
are common; what is
remarkable about Manguso’s
is that it conveys more subtle
developments. The years she
describes as nothing were, as
she slowly explains, notentirely
empty. They were also the
moment when an incessantly
driven young adult had to
pause, and so look around her,
and start becoming a writer.

Lavinia Greenlaw was lucky
enough not to suffer physical
crises so early in life. Instead,
her adolescence in Essex,
England, in the late 1970s was
characterized by intense but
more benign influences. Her
most formative experiences
involved pop music, and
she writes her memoir by
describing her first encounters
with it. Like Manguso’s
memoir, Greenlaw’s The
Importance of Music to Girls
is written in short sections that
often verge on poetry.

Greenlaw takes 56 of these
sections to describe how she
went from being a small girl
who danced on top of her
father’s feet to the type of
young mother who has an ex-
boyfriend and a Public Image
record with her on the day she
takes her daughter home from
the hospital. Greenlaw often
casually plays with chronology,
but at the same time she
remains intensely aware of
the contradictory and painful
aspects of her adolescence.
Greenlaw recalls being at
a school dance where she
“shrank and veered, and felt in
any given situation that I was
wrong--standing in the wrong
place and making the wrong
shapes, the wrong noise.” The
song for this is David Bowie’s
“Laughing Gnome,” and it
echoes how Greenlaw adapted
to her new surroundings. “I
looked around, took note, and
changed. I was a small person
in a small place. I developed a
small voice and a small laugh
ha ha ha, hee hee hee.” Here
and elsewhere, Greenlaw uses
music not only to situate her
young adulthood but also to
convey exactly how it felt.

Greenlaw studied the charts,
got a transistor radio, and
acquired her first tastes from
listening to John Peel. The
sounds she heard acted upon
her as though she were “a cloud
struck by lightning,” and these
were not only music but also
the church bells in the village,
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of dinner conversations,
siblings’ arguments, and the
murmur of her parents’ medical
language. It seems natural that
Greenlaw’simaginationalsoled
her to poetry. The ping of the
typewriter was everywhere, she
writes, “the ratcheting revision
of the carriage return.”

In almost any memoir by
a writer, there is a way that,
by the end of the story, the
author seems to have found
his or her calling. The process
of becoming a writer isn’t
treated directly in Greenlaw
or Manguso’s memoir, but it
is constantly present in the

ankle.
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Bittern: Here is a bird that looks like herons, or
birds that wade. It is said they have a booming
call. Some might be found in Oklahoma.

Peripety: When you have a violent or quick
change in your environment, you have one of

Shrievalty: Not used in Callahan County at the
sheriff’s office, it means sheriff’s office, and may
be used yet, in Donegal County, Ireland.

Koniology: When you observe and scientifically
account for the quantity of germs and dust in the
air, you are doing this study.

Rhymes For Now

Pocketbook
Mistook
Brook
Hook
Undertook

example they set with their
language and in their shared
emphasis on growing powers
of attention. Their young lives
have so little incommon except,
it turns out, the powers they
apply to them in retrospect.
Carla Blumenkranz has
written for Bookforum,
n+l, and The Village Voice.
This article first appeared
on www.poetryfoundation.
org. Distributed by the
Poetry Foundation at www.
poetryfoundation.org.

© 2009 by Carla
Blumenkranz.  All  rights
reserved.

Words You Can Use

Astragal: This is a word for the bone of the

Waiting for Spring...Photo by Patrick Ready
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