
 

Carl Philips Transcript 

 

- Hi, I'm Carl Philips and I'm going to talk a bit about how poems - why they look the way they do 

and what that has to do with what they're talking about and how they end, or sort of don't end. And 

I thought I'd look at two poems, one is a poem by Stephanie Marlis called "Chinese Bowls" and the 

other is "Dusting," by Rita Dove. If you look at this poem, Chinese Bowls, the first thing is, if you  

look at it on the page, it kind of looks messy, not neat, the lines are all very different lengths, and it's 

all one sort of blobby stanza, you could say. The kind of thing that I used to really resist writing. I 

found that most of my students, and I used to do this too, there's a preference for writing in 

couplets that are all about the same length, or neat little tercets, and there's something appealing 

about that, the way the look formally well-dressed, and I think that that can make us think that the 

poem is succeeding more than it actually may be; at least I found that in my own experience. So, 

when I first looked at this Chinese Bowls poem I hadn't written a poem that looked like this, and I 

thought, there must be, there has to be a reason why every poem looks the way it does, and the 

poem isn't finished until it's found it's actual form. So, first, I think I'll read the poem, and that's a 

start. 

 

Butter melting on the knife at breakfast, 

a deer by the stone wall makes no sound. Eliot sleeping. 

But things without harmony? In Virgil’s Georgics 

the wonder is in things unlike: the muscled oxen 

and the delicate bells & fruit of the field. 

For the ancients all unlikely things joined in the stars: 

the goddesses charted among the bears & snakes. 

And don’t things come to harmony? As when you judge someone 

by how she dresses or keeps house, and then 

come to see you are alike. 

I have been going around memories: climbing a flight of stairs 

from the city street into the quiet disorder of your apartment: 



 

your clothes, books, the Chinese bowl you drank from. Things 

that come to likeness. So the bear the bull 

the dog. Starlight. So a child at the zoo asks, if she came back 

would she be a zebra, a tiger? 

 

That poem seems crazy, to me. And moves from this domestic scene -- butter on a knife, a deer 

maybe seen from the window, some guy sleeping, we don't know who this guy is, Virgil's 

"Georgics", Greek star patterns, somebody has a memory of something in somebody else's 

apartment -- and then this girl, nameless, asks if she came back would she be a zebra or a tiger. I 

think one of the points of this poem is that Marlis wants to talk about how everything seems to find 

a kind of harmony, even if at first it doesn't seem to -- if these things seem to be unlike. I think that's 

the reason for opening the poem with butter, the deer, and Eliot (who we never get to know)  

sleeping. But then she asks: things without harmony? And there starts to be a pattern in this poem 

that doesn't seem to have any pattern. I've noticed that she asks in line three about harmony; a few 

lines later she talks about "For the ancients all unlikely things joined in the stars," a couple lines after 

that "Don't things come to harmony?", a couple of lines after that that moment when you come to 

see you are alike, that person you didn't think that you had anything in common with. 

And towards the end, things that come to likeness, she says, having listed the things that she 

remembers in someone's apartment. They're random, they come together under the umbrella, I 

suppose, of memory. And it starts to be the case that in this poem, each thing is actually groupable 

in some way that makes sense. Eliot sleeping -- may seem a random person but he could be sleeping 

next to the window through which the deer is seen; meanwhile somebody is eating breakfast and 

looking at this deer. Fine. Things that aren't alike, like oxen and bells and fruit, come together, it 

turns out, in Virgil's Georgics. Things like the stars -- the stars are all the same, but the things that 

they join are incongruous: the bear, various goddesses, Orion... So, my point is that this is a poem 

that wants to corral -- it's talking about how information can be grouped in unlikely ways, and it 

wants to, I think, become a form that corrals lines that seem as if they shouldn't belong together. So 

they don't have a neatness, they don't all have the same line length. They don't have -- you could say 

there's a lot of associative leaping, that we leap very randomly from a domestic scene to the 



 

Georgics, but we slowly see that these things have something in common with each other. 

And likewise, there are disparate types of grammatical moods. We have the interrogative, we have 

fragments, incomplete sentences, we have regular declarative sentences, all these things are brought 

together and you could say well, why one stanza? Because the fact of one-stanza-ness, if that's a 

phrase, makes an argument for how everything belongs in the same room, remembering that stanza 

means room. And we might not normally group these things together, but in a poem that wants to 

talk about how unlikely things can be grouped together and turn out to have a kind of harmony, it 

makes sense for the form to bring unlikely looking lines that look very different, and grammatical 

moods, and imagery as well, all into the same stanza, and have it just sit there like that. The initial 

reaction, looking at it, is to say "this poem doesn't really seem to have a shape," but by the end, I 

think (anyway) that it has the only shape it can have. It's sixteen lines long, it could have been 

divided into eight couplets, for example, but that would have a kind of neatness, orderingness, that 

isn't exactly what this poem is talking about. It's talking about how things can come into maybe a 

kind of neatness, but they don't have to necessarily look neat when they're together at first. And the 

form itself reflects that. Even that weird question at the end. So a child at the zoo asks if she came 

back would she be a zebra, a tiger? It seems to have no place in this poem at first, and then, there's 

this idea, I don't know how we get to the child at the zoo, but how it ties in with the rest of the 

poem we could say it's the zebra and the tiger. We have had bears and snakes as constellations 

earlier, but also, a zebra and a tiger are two things that are very unlike each other -- well, they're both 

mammals -- one's a cat, one's an equine creature -- so those are unlike things, and at the same time 

they come together under the umbrella, again, of a zoo -- so a zoo itself becomes like Virgil's 

Georgics, or like memory, or like imagination, as a way of grouping things that don't have a likeness 

at first. But, to this girl, who's imagining the idea of coming back as another animal, they get joined 

suddenly, just as they're joinable under the umbrella, I keep saying, rubric of the zoo. So, to me, this 

is a poem that has the only form it can have.  

 

On the other hand if we look take a look at Rita Dove's poem, "Dusting," this is another poem that 

doesn't exactly have neatness to it. See it again? It's five stanzas, and although it's sort of stays within 

a narrow column and so there's nothing wildly ranging in the line-length, it has very irregular stanzas. 



 

The first one is seven lines, the second one is nine, then there's a a twelve-line stanza, then eight, 

then a stanza that's not only one line but one word. So you could first say is that just random? But 

no, not if it's a successful poem, it shouldn't be random, and this poem seems one that's more, as 

we'll see, it's more about the act of memory. And it wants to, I think, enact how it feels to just barely 

be able to remember something, as you're doing something else, and that moment, that moment 

when it comes to you, almost when you stop trying. So, here it is: 

 

Every day a wilderness—no 

shade in sight. Beulah 

patient among knicknacks, 

the solarium a rage 

of light, a grainstorm 

as her gray cloth brings 

dark wood to life. 

Under her hand scrolls 

and crests gleam 

darker still. What 

was his name, that 

silly boy at the fair with 

the rifle booth? And his kiss and 

the clear bowl with one bright 

fish, rippling 

wound! 

Not Michael— 

something finer. Each dust 

stroke a deep breath and 

the canary in bloom. 

Wavery memory: home 

from a dance, the front door 



 

blown open and the parlor 

in snow, she rushed 

the bowl to the stove, watched 

as the locket of ice 

dissolved and he 

swam free. 

That was years before 

Father gave her up 

with her name, years before 

her name grew to mean 

Promise, then 

Desert-in-Peace. 

Long before the shadow and 

sun’s accomplice, the tree. 

Maurice. 

 

It's a thrilling moment to me, that moment when she remembers the name, Maurice. But how she 

gets there is, to me, just as thrilling. First of all, looking at stanzas, this poem seems to proceed in the 

way we think of stanzas proceeding again with this idea of the stanza being a room, and we usually 

go into a room to do a particular thing. That's the idea, anyway: eat in the dining room, and then you 

leave it. Because now you're ready to live, and you hang out in the living room, or you go into the 

TV room. And likewise, it seems to me there should be a reason for departing from one stanza and 

going to the next one. So this opening stanza basically sets the scene of Beulah dusting things, we 

see this solarium, she's got a gray cloth, fine. So that's an exterior scene, you could say. 

 

And the next stanza moves into the interior, the interior of her mind, while she's doing this outside 

thing, dusting, she's starting to think about some guy at the fair, wonders what his name was, one 

time. And then you could say Why leap to the third stanza? Well, because in the third stanza she 

starts to narrow things down -- she's not just thinking about who was that silly boy, now she's trying 



 

to come up with a name, she starts with one, not Michael, something else, and that leads her to think 

back to the time period, the time period of this fish that she brought back in a bowl, and unfroze the  

ice so the fish could swim free. That's one memory. Then she moves forward, from that one 

memory but still in the past, the time when she got married, when her father gave her up with her 

name. 

 

And in the course of all that, when she stopped thinking about the name, actually, she's now 

thinking about the years that have gone by, in terms of marriage and her name change from meaning 

Promise to Desert-in-Peace, there apparently was a shadow, and the sun's accomplice a tree, and 

suddenly, when we've forgotten that she's trying to remember anyone's name, there's this name, 

Maurice. What I like about this poem is how -- well first of all so that's the explanation for why it 

moved from one stanza to another. Each of these stanzas is a phase in her thinking, of her grappling 

towards, trying to remember something, and just as the mind really works, I think, we're rarely 

thinking about one thing. 

 

So while she's thinking about the name of somebody, she also starts to think about having gotten 

married one time, about her father, things blur -- but somewhere in there, the thing she started 

looking for emerges, this name. But the other thing that ties these stanzas together is sound. And 

that also turns out to be the kind of trick of how she gets to the actual name she was trying to 

remember. The first stanza is tied together basically with two rhymes: the sound A and the sound I. 

So, every day, a wilderness, no shade in sight, Beulah patient, among knick-nacks, the solarium a 

rage of light -- so we have day, sight, patient, rage, grain, light, gray, and life. That stanza is locked in 

with these two rhymes. And then it's let go of. That's another way in which she seems to decide to 

move on to the next stanza, and we have a new set of rhymes in the second stanza: scrolls will turn 

out to rhyme with bowl several lines down; gleam, a couple lines from that we get name, I count that 

as a rhyme; and further down we have booth, which kind of rhymes, does rhyme, with wound -- 

we've got that oo sound. So again this is tied together with rhymes, but they're father away from 

each other than the ones that dominated the first stanza. Moving on to the third stanza, there's a 

rhyme almost immediately, Michael and finer, rhyme to me. Couple lines down, bloom / home, 



 

door and parlor, and you can see, these rhymes are now right next to each other -- so there rhymes 

sort of near each other in the first stanza, farther from each other in the second, then they start to 

become much nearer in the third, almost as if rhyme and its proximity to another rhyming word, is 

another way of tracking how memory is working, and as she gets closer to memory, the rhymes start 

to come together for her. 

 

Still in stanza three we have snow / bowl / stove; watch, and locket; and the stanza ends with two 

rhymes at the end of their lines, he and free. Finally, we go into this fourth stanza, and here there's 

kind of some -- even more proximity, but if two words, when they rhyme, you could say those were 

close, the closest you could get is to repeat the exact same word. So before rhymes with before, and 

name and right beneath it the word name again. So we start to have, again, sound getting closer and 

closer and then an exact replica of itself. And then there's a little bit of math, I suppose. Promise, 

and peace: they sort of rhyme, with the S sound; they don't rhyme vocalically,-- is that a word? yeah, 

I think it will be -- we have promise / peace, and in the final line of that stanza accomplice and tree. 

If this could be math, you could say that accomplice + tree = Maurice. You can also see how desert 

and peace, in that stanza, is going to be a rhyme for Maurice. 

 

So she's stumbled upon the sound -- she's stumbled upon the sound of S and E, in promise and in 

peace, and in accomplice, and in tree, and all that's left is to put those two together, and E plus the S  

sound equals "ees", Maurice. I find that -- I used to think ah, that's pretty lucky on Rita Dove's part, 

but it looks pretty deliberate to me. And it's interesting to be able to track these rhymes and see how 

close they get and how -- I feel as if she shows us, at the level of sound, how memory can work, you 

know, we stumble into what sounds like something, we think it begins with this letter, we're off by 

maybe two, but slowly the mind brings these sounds together, and this happens right in front of us 

in this poem. And then that final monostich of just Maurice in the last line. Why have the poem end 

that way? I guess in part because it's a moment of escape from the rumination and meditation 

towards memory, it's the moment of arrival at what we've been searching for, so it gets its own 

stanza. So. As I hope you can see, there should be a relationship between how a poem looks and 

what it's talking about. And I haven't added the number of lines in Rita Dove's poem, but I imagine 



 

they could be divided by two, or by three, or something like that. That would look neater, and 

sometimes I think that neatness -- I think it misleads us, I think neatness can mislead us and that is 

the possible danger of writing on a computer. But -- I know that might be a bit controversial. I 

know it can be generational, and there are those of us who have always written with a pen and paper 

-- that would be, me -- but I do know the temptation -- part of why I stick to writing that way is 

because, once I actually throw something on to the computer, I start to get dissatisfied. It looked 

neat when I wrote it on paper, because I was following my margins, but then I see that oh, this line 

is actually a lot longer .... There's a temptation to tuck things in, but I would argue that maybe more 

ragged-endedness can be better, and that what's more important is to think about what is each 

section of your poem doing. Does it have movements? Are they even movements? Are they regular? 

And if not, then maybe the poem doesn't need to look regular. Neither of these poems does, and at 

the same time it seems to me that each of them has found the exact right form it has to have. 

 

- So I hope you enjoyed hearing those poets speak about sound and shape and form in poetry. I 

know that for myself, sound especially is a very important part of what I do, and musicality. You 

know, I'm often thinking about trying to make something sound the way that I think that poem 

needs to sound to express what I hope to express in that piece of work. 

 

- It's so similar for me. In fact, I'm thinking that not long I was talking to a composer about how she 

composes classical pieces and she said Well, I hear something over here, and I hear something over 

here, and then eventually they come together, and that seems to be how poems get written from 

time to time. 

 

- Yeah. 

 

- Just a reminder, check out the writing assignments on the course website, join the discussions, post 

your poems in the forum -- Enjoy. 


