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-I'm Gillian Conoley and I'm glad to be here in Iowa City to give a reading, and to talk to younger 

writers and older, developing writers about craft, and what I'm going to talk about is the page. I 

think a lot of people, when they first start writing, think more about language and imagery and 

different aspect of the poem, but not necessarily the materials that you're working with. So I wanted 

to talk about the page and how it's not a neutral force in the poem, but can actually be something 

that is just as strongly present as language or imagery, or a narrative arc, or sound, and it has so 

much to do with sound. To give you examples and just get you thinking about the page, you could 

start by thinking about someone like Jack Kerouac, who with On The Road famously wrote on a 

long scroll of paper, and how that facilitated the kind of riff that's On The Road, and also how that 

use of the scroll connects him with ancient scribes as well, in terms of a scroll. 

 

And the other thing that I've been thinking a lot about lately in terms of the page is the reality that, 

in terms of reading, we probably spend more time staring into a computer, and that the page has 

shifted in many ways from paper to a celluloid, filmic sort of surface that you're staring into right 

now if you're on a computer watching me. And you're certainly writing on it, so how that is affecting 

the poem and will affect it in the future I think is just a really interesting thing to think about. 

So one of the things I was going to talk about in terms of what you could do for research on your 

own, and to think about other ways that people have worked with the page, is that you should 

definitely read Charles Olson's Projective Verse, in which he talks about the page as a field and how 

language sprouts up like vegetables in a field--I love that metaphor and how he used that. That's one 

of the crucial breakthroughs that happened in American poetry, when people started working with 

the page in that particular way. And then also to go back to the 1800s to Stéphane Mallarmé and “A 

Toss of the Dice” [Corrected title: “A Throw of the Dice”] because in that poem he really stretches 

the materiality of the page and how it works in a poem into almost a three-dimensional space--it 

almost feels like you're walking into a room. And I can give you some examples of that. 

 

The other thing I think is useful to think about the page is that everyone understands what a line 



 

break is and how that works in a poem, the sense of duration of time--you can really bring time into 

the poem, and also space into the poem, by using the white space that is available to you within the 

line itself. In the case of Mallarmé, the line as a unit shifts to the--the unit of measure shifts not to 

being the line, but to being the page. So let me just show you some examples of how that can work. 

The first thing I'm going to talk about is Olson and just give you a little example of what you can do.  

The white space that he uses--I'm going to put this up so you can see it. And if you can see--I'll read 

this stanza. This is from a poem called "The Twist," and the stanza goes: 

Some curves off, when it's the river's turn, shoots 

Calyx and corolla by the dog. 

 

And then there's a big break and a shift over to the right, and there's the word August that appears 

in a parenthetical aside. And a couple really interesting things happen there: You get "dog" and 

"August," you think of Dog Day Afternoon and the summer, and then "August" and the line comes 

back: “The flowers break off.” So all of these associations happen at the same time, and also one of 

the most interesting things that can happen when you start working with duration and breaks in 

space is that the very act of perception, which can be a halting, hesitating modality that works in the 

brain, like we think in incomplete sentences, we talk in incomplete sentences, and we perceive in 

halting fashions--that you can bring that into the poem and onto the page is one of the things I 

think I'm trying to talk about. And I think that really happens in this Olson poem. 

And then I just wanted to show you, which you can also look up, what is one of the most mindblowing 
uses of the page, is "A Toss of the Dice" ["A Throw of the Dice"] by Stéphane Mallarmé. 

This is a translation of his--he's also playing with fonts here as well. One thing I wanted you to 

notice was this word "Chance," because what happens through the text of this poem is the title: "A 

Toss of the Dice" does not abolish chance. Each of those words appears on one of the pages that 

goes through the poem. So the whole, you know, energy of the poem and the way it's read becomes 

three-dimensional and much more complicated than just what you usually see in a regular, you 

know--people call it the tyranny of the left-side margin. So that gets broken. Also, if we just look at 

this very top part: 

IT WAS 



 

born of the stars. 

Just look at it a second: IT WAS, all caps, is so definite, and then you get "born of the stars," and I 

think it's also in italics, it's in a smaller font. And you read it a certain way because it is phrased that 

way. It doesn't call a whole lot of attention to itself because there's so much activity also going on in 

the poem at the same time. The other thing that Mallarmé did is he--this is a gutter [re: middle of the 

page]. He leapt across the gutter. If the page is a folio, part of the poem is here [left side], part of the 

poem is here [right side], and here's the gutter [middle], he leaps completely across it. So a whole lot 

going on with how he's working with the page. 

 

And then the last thing I wanted to show you was an example of some of the things that I've been 

talking about in Joanne Kyger's work, and I recently found a mimeograph, an old pamphlet that 

Kyger put together in the 70s, typed up on her typewriter, and it's fabulous. It was a find--I found it 

in a used book store. And this is the poem, it's really short, I'll just read it: 

 In California 

I am in Paul McCartney's new house 

 2 floors, paneled in wood  

 It's oak, he says 

 What kind of oak do they 

 Have here? 

 Sherman Oak. 

 

Okay now I'm going to show you the poem, and what we can focus on is how she is using the space 

and how it mimics the dialogue. So if we just focus on, "It's oak, he says," and then, "What kind of 

oak do they / have here? / Sherman Oak," and all of the different ways you can read that. They have 

Sherman Oak here. What kind of oak do they--have here, that sort of hesitation of speech that I was 

talking about, you can hear it as I'm speaking, I'm hesitating because I'm thinking at the same time 

that I'm talking. And I think rendering that in a poem happens when you use white space and play 

with the duration of it. And it gives the reader a sense that they are very present in the poem--they're 

not just receiving what's very--you know, left hand margin, line break--what's very smoothly being 



 

presented to them, a smooth polished piece of writing, which would put them in a more passive 

mode. With these kinds of breaks and hesitations, it can put your reader in a more active, present, 

engaged mode because they have to be there. And it also can be more inviting. 

To me, a page like this [re: Kyger poem] is inviting, I immediately want to read it. I don't know 

what's going to happen in it, I'm a little--something is unexpected, whereas the left hand margin with 

the line going straight across is more--visually, I know that's what a poem looks like, so I'm not 

expecting anything unusual. So anyway, hopefully that gives you some ideas of different things you 

can do with the page, and it can send you reading different people, and I'll remind you again: Olson's 

Projective Verse, Stéphane Mallarmé "A Toss of the Dice" ["A Throw of the Dice"], Joanne Kyger, 

other poets like Larry Eigner, Anne-Marie Albiach--there's just a whole lot of people working with 

the page in a way that could be useful to you. 

 

-So I hope you enjoyed those videos, I know for myself that that line between writing poetry and 

writing prose is a challenging one and an exciting one to try to navigate. Sometimes I will start out 

writing something, and what I imagine to be a free verse line or a metered line, and next thing I 

know it's turned into a prose poem and vice versa. I think that's one of the common features of 

writing poetry and prose at this moment in history. 

 

-Yeah, I really love the fact that poetry gives you room to play with that--to really dance around that 

line. And I think it's exciting to come to each poem and consider, you know: What is the form going 

to be? What's this going to look like on the page? And another thing I really love about poetry is the 

white space and how you can use that as a voice in your poem, and those are really great things 

about this form. 

 

-And remember that Mallarmé opened up all of that white space for us, and I'm thinking that if you 

read the prose poems of Charles Simic when he won the Pulitzer Prize, that was a great moment in  

American poetry history, Oh my gosh the sky is falling now that prose poetry has been awarded 

such a prize! But what it did, I think, is to give us a bigger view of what might be possible. 

 



 

-Definitely. So everything is possible, let's get going on that, and please read your assignments 

online, join the discussion, and post a poem for the forum and comment on your peers' work. 

 

-Onward! 


