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-For about ten years I’ve been using a tool for building poems. I call it the epic. It’s just a word doc I 

use in lieu of a notebook. Actually, now I have a notebook too but the epic is where my poems 

begin to take shape. My basic practice is to write things down wherever I am on whatever I have 

handy at the moment, usually an index card or a scrap of paper. 

 

Then in the morning, I copy these notes into the epic, stirring them in randomly and mixing them 

up with whatever’s already there. A poem for me often begins by reading through the epic and 

seeing what fragments attract me. 

 

The fragments actually seem to attract each other. When I notice that, I combine them and read 

them aloud. As fragments become part of a poem, I move them into a new document and delete 

them from the epic. If the poem doesn’t work, I’ll usually stir the fragments back into the epic if I 

haven’t used up my interest in the by then, which does sometimes happen. 

 

I’ll read you the first page of my current epic. 

 

I sat in a room where no one else was; there was a TV on. A girl who might have been a Texas 

Ranger, men, who had been around cattle all their lives. Am I wrong? Their jackets are off. Their 

jackets are off. They’re almost like lovers. When you’re not here it’s a different rhythm, like a fire on 

Christmas Eve. 

 

Who am I to you? I’m just glad to see her, when she gives that little smile. How do the fallen rise? 

She’s the imaginary friend, the imaginary Maggie. She’s in town. It’s Christmas. She’s resourceful. He 

sees her. He’s waiting. He’s like all the guys I ever knew. He’s made her into the sister but she is the 

sister, the real sister. 

 

Is that an alarm? No, it’s music. Does she love him? Now she’s driving. But you got sad, why? The 



 

mountains, how they were always in the distance. Suddenly the telephone. How much does it matter 
now, how good they looked? 

 

So that’s not a poem but as I read it I notice how often I’m writing things down that are already in 

something like the rhythm I’m listening for. I don’t even know really, what that rhythm is. I could 

figure it out, by scanning the lines, but that wouldn’t help me and it doesn’t really interest me. 

I do notice that my writing has a certain sound because that’s the sound I’m looking for. Maybe 

that’s true for everybody. At the same time though, I’m not interested in what comes naturally, in 

the sense of writing down my thoughts and then arranging them into lines. 

 

Mixed up in that excerpt I read, are things from conversation, description of a couple of scenes 

from TV, a memory, and at least one example of something I said out loud to myself when I was 

alone and I thought I should write it down. 

 

Where the epic really helps me is that I can stir in sentences and fragments and be surprised by what 

is next to what. Occasionally something great happens, just by itself - a lucky juxtaposition that’s 

satisfying in the meaning sense, something I never would have thought of otherwise. 

An example, maybe not incredibly great, but what I find when I first flip through Young Tambling 

looking for this on page 123, Safe is an interpretation, vaulted like the flag. 

 

The idea of folding an interpretation like a piece of cloth, the way that the act of interpreting is the 

mind folding experience into a shape, the way that a flag is something that we invented to try to feel 

safe. There’s something satisfying there. And those two sentences just happened to land in the epic 

side by side. 

 

Same with on the next page; take off your coat, it’s wet. To save a drowning lamb? “To save a 

drowning lamb” just happened to get stirred in behind “take off your coat, it’s wet.” When a little 

ways down the page I saw; “I knew some crazy girls in my time,” I moved that sentence to follow 

the question, “to save a drowning lamb?” 



 

 

I had a short stanza that said something I was trying to say in a way that I never would’ve thought of 

saying it on my own. 

 

Even though I sometimes get lucky like that, in general, what I call writing is the process of revising 

elements from the epic. Moving them around, adding and subtracting words, saying the 

combinations until they sound right. 

 

If they begin to sound right, they’ll usually, coincidentally, be something that I want to say. I don’t 

really need that to be something I actually feel or think, but I need it to be something that I want to 

embody. Something, maybe that means someone, that I want to be, at least for a minute. I don’t 

tend to write discreet, short poems much anymore. 

 

Usually fragments joined together over time can become something longer, like a chap book. But I 

find the fragments can be re-combined to form new poems and I often do that when I read my 

work. It sometimes seems as though I’m trying to represent the energies that I feel around me and 

those energies change depending on where I am. 

 

We’ve been traveling with Rick Meyer, a good friend of ours, and I’ve been admiring his practice of 

making time to go outside everyday to walk around, wherever we happened to be, noting what he 

sees and whatever thoughts come into his mind. 

 

Now I’ve been thinking that I’d like to try that. Maybe it would improve my ability to get a signal. I 

just read this short talk to Rick before we came over here and he asked me why I named my 

document the epic. We’ve been talking about irony the past few days. 

 

I never thought about it before but I realize, actually Rick realized then I agreed, that the epic is an 

ironic title in that an epic is a huge, historical poem narrating the deeds and adventures of heroic or 

legendary figures or the history of a nation. 



 

 

It would be laughable to imagine that I could ever write such a poem. So I made a little joke on me, 

from me, to me, and yet, isn’t that my secret goal? 

 

To write a history of my time, to have all my fragments collect into that history. Of course, I could 

never admit that, not in public. Here’s one last juxtaposition from my current epic; What is that 

sound? That’s my private life. 


