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-So for this session we'll be hearing from three writers, and the progression will be starting with 
looking at the prose poem, then looking at the line and a line break in poetry, and then we'll be 
looking at the use of the page in general. So we'll start with Mary Hickman. Mary is a graduate of the 
Iowa Writers' Workshop where she received an Iowa Arts Fellowship, her poems have been 
published in Boston Review, Colorado Review, Jubilat, and elsewhere. Her first book, This Is The 
Homeland, will be published by Ahsahta Press this year, 2015, and she coedits the Black Rainbow 
Editions in Nebraska. 

 

-And our next writer will be Marvin Bell, the author of eighteen books of poetry. He has been a 
finalist for the National Book Award, a winner of the Lamont Poetry Selection of the Academy of 
American Poets, and his most recent book is Vertigo: The Living Dead Man Poems. His honors include 
the American Academy of Arts and Letters award in literature, Guggenheim and National 
Endowment of the Arts fellowships, as well as senior Fulbright appointments to Yugoslavia and 
Australia. And our final writer this week is Gillian Conoley, the author of seven books of poetry. She 
edits the long-running journal Volt, and most recently she is the translator of the Belgian poet Henri 
Michaux: his book A Thousand Times Broken is one of those books that calls in to question the line 
between poetry and prose. A finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award, her work has 
received the Jerome J Shestack Poetry Prize from the American Poetry Review, National 
Endowment for the Arts grants, and Fund for Poetry award. Onward! 

 

-[Speaking about Marvin Bell:] He's writing a book called After the Fact: Scripts and Post Scripts with Chris 
Merrill, our very own Chris Merrill and I have the privilege of having one of these poems in front of 
me. They are writing prose poems, back and forth, in response to one another's poems and Chris, 
you may know, is a globe trotter of the highest order and so a lot of his are written from all over and 
Marvin's are in Iowa City, written in Iowa City, written out in Washington. So it's from a mix of 
locations. And so a mix of all kinds of inspirations and textures and things like that coming in. So 
we'll start with this. I wanted to bring this to you to show you the kind of work that they're doing 
with this. 
  
“Code:” 
  
[start poem]: In a small town, everything is elsewhere. My memory of radio remains lodged in 
Morse code. That's how we went from here to there in those days. Roy's hand radio shack was his 
attic; Herb's was his backyard repair shop; Van's was a one room house in the woods where he built 
transmitters, only to see if they worked, one after another. The smell of solder glued the walls and a 
dozen dials glowed to measure space. Memory, like the fabled primordial ooze, lies shapeless at a 
murky depth. It may emerge in the form of a boy's twenty watt call to the far world. It may live again 
as a whiff of smoke or solder or as a song at highway speed and it may hold a kind of code. My 
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memories go their own way. Some are too personal for words. Some are just dry storage but oh my, 
the ones that still matter. If one can crack the code and read between the lines. The old telegraph 
operators could copy behind and would let the Morse message run on ahead while they packed a 
pipe or retied their shoes. Just so, the years run on ahead but memory catches up. Morse code has 
been phased out like muscle memory over time. It was years before I knew that Dorothy puts 
herself to sleep by silently reciting poems, state capitols, the ninety nine counties of Iowa. Yet she 
has tried to learn international Morse code and cannot, so she says. I suggested she learn the dots 
and dashes for the day when I might have a stroke but be able to blink my eyes in code. I think this 
reason has something to do with her not being able to learn Morse code. Love is the child who 
closes her eyes to make things go away and to relive the past. I heard three times from Saint Pierre 
and Miquelon Islands. [end poem]. 
  
So in that we have a character thinking about Morse code, thinking about communication across 
distances, memory, all of these sorts of things. One of the things I wanted to point out, and I'm 
going to take you through a little history of the prose poem and then think of one of the specific 
techniques that I think makes it most lively. One of the things that's happening here in Marvin's is 
parallelism. So if you take a poem and it's a prose poem, what is the prose poem versus a free verse 
poem? Well, you've taken away the line breaks. That means that the line is no longer the unit of 
breath. It's now the sentence that is the unit of breath. So the line break which creates so much of 
the tension and drama and pausing and back and forth and treading and re-treading of the free verse 
poem is gone. How then, do we build tension? How then do we make prose poetic? How does it 
become something other than just the galloping forward of thought? One of these techniques is to 
make it highly sound oriented, highly sonic in different ways. With parallelism, and it's a very 
common technique in say the Old Testament, other kinds of things. We're returning to the same 
sentence structure over and over and that creates a kind of almost line break like return to a 
beginning. Here we have Marvin Bell saying, Roy's hand radio shack was his attic; Herb's was his 
backyard repair shop; Van's was a one room house in the woods where he built transmitters only to 
see if they worked, one after another. So he breaks the parallelism a little at the end by continuing 
forward and adding details in. So, beautiful, wonderful instance of this. The prose poem itself, you 
know, it has diction, it has narrative, it has all of these things but that's not what makes it a poem. 
What makes it no longer just an essay or a story or something like that, the kind of thing that 
happens within it that elevates it into maybe the register more of song rather than just sense is a 
collection of tensions, of struggles that happen in the syntax and the tone. 
 

It struggles within itself, even as it moves forward. It builds these kinds of structures. So the stanza, 
the room that we've talked about in earlier videos, is now the paragraph, right, it's now something 
that's bigger and has not the line breaks to be the walls, things like this. So instead the sentences 
themselves enact these different kinds of architectures, mixing in different domains of thought, 
logic, the imagination, these are things that can all come together and combine. So the prose poem, 
what, you know, prose poem, it's a contradiction in terms. What is it? In the early eighteen hundreds, 
I think a lot of people, credit Aloysius Bertrand for sort of, the modern revival of the prose poem. 
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We have some things happening in ancient Greek and Latin literature but this is maybe where we 
would start. And then Baudelaire, he's got a poem called, well translated, as Get Drunk, you know, 
and he's, part of his sort of flâneur through the city is these tumbling, rumbling thoughts about these 
things. Rimbaud, Arthur Rimbaud, now he's I think maybe who a lot of young poets, a lot of us 
found our kind of entry into the prose poem and our love of the prose poem. So I'll read just a short 
one by him, “Royalty.” And this is translated from the original French. 
 

[start poem]: One fine morning, in a land of very decent people, a gorgeous man and woman were 
shouting in the town square. "Friends, I want to be her queen!" "I want to be Queen," she laughed 
and trembled. He spoke to his friends of revelation, of an ordeal undergone. They swooned, one 
against the other and so they ruled all morning as crimson curtains blazed from windows and then 
all afternoon as they strolled the palm gardens. [end poem]. 
 

So with this, it's a small narrative, but what happens in it seems to keep switching its direction, 
surprising us, turning one way and then turning another. So one of the things I wanted to think 
about with this is, you know, not just parallelism, not just rhythm, repetition, short sentences, long 
sentences, exclamation, differences of diction, all of these things. Those are all part of it but those 
are part of good prose no matter what. I wanted to think more specifically about parataxis. And this 
is the way, unlike prose, prose is often moving forward, making connections, smoothly going the 
course towards a goal. This is where things are being placed alongside each other. and this brings out 
juxtaposition, this brings out compression, leaps are made and in fact, between these kind of 
disparate sentences or ideas or sensations that are placed together, you can even achieve a little bit of 
the breathturn, that Paul Celan talks about in terms of the line in poetry and that, you know, we've 
talked about a little bit in future, in earlier craft talks. 
  
This space that opens up, where there's a surprise. There's something that happens there. There's 
energy there because you're not just moving forward to a goal you already have in sight. There's 
interruption, eruption, eruption, all sorts of things can happen in that space. A few examples, I just 
wanted to say, of prose poems that I especially love, Ashberry's The Young Son, John Ashberry's 
The Young Son, T.S. Eliot's Hysteria, Reina María Rodríguez, Ski Sauvage, and then Josely Vianna 
Baptista. She is a Brazilian poet and I wanted to show you what she's doing with her prose poem. So 
the Brazilians, they have a history of visual poetry, concrete poetry, things like this, and so she's 
taken the prose poem and I will show it to you and she's made it glyphic. So if you can, if you can 
see that - all the letters are pried apart. So that space that you can have between the end of a 
sentence and the beginning of the next, she wants that between the letters themself. So trying to 
read across it, all of this interruption, tension, things like this are happening there just in the way that 
she's made it glyphic as well as textual. Another example of parataxis and I'll go a little more into 
details about what I mean by that but first I wanted to read a poem and give us a kind of start for 
this. Nick Twemlow, he has a poem titled "I Love Karate." And if you don't know this about Nick 
Twemlow, he is a black belt in karate. But I'll read it to you, and listen for interruption, direction 
switches, things like this. And then we'll talk about it a little more afterwards.  

“I love karate:”  
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[start poem]: I love karate so much I sweat karate steak dinners. I love karate so much I eat karate 
cereal in the morning, karate sandwiches for lunch, and karate haiku for pleasure. But like a good 
karateka (that’s the technical term for highly skilled karate person) I don’t eat karate dessert. You 
know why? Because dessert takes the edge off. You might ask, Off what? but if you do, I’ll perform 
a random karate move on you, as I did my mother when she tried to serve me non-karate cereal one 
morning. That was the morning when I realized that I was a true karateka. I refused the Empire’s 
cereal. If you are a true karateka, you are a rogue. Rogues don’t like the Empire. This means that 
rogues spend a lot of time building dojos in the woods. A dojo is the technical name for a rogue 
who spends a lot of time building cabins in the woods. There are some karate moves that I can’t 
show you. Those are secret karate moves. Like all karate moves, they are designed to kill. But these 
secret strikes kill faster and harder. They are to regular karate moves what hardcore is to softcore 
pornography. I was sensitive once, but karate got rid of that. Now I am tough on the inside as well 
as the outside. For example, if I was in the Oval Office partying with the President, smoking some 
grass (which I’d fake doing because karatekas don’t smoke grass), I’d ask him to repeat what he said 
about kicking evil’s ass and then I’d ask him to show me how he’d do it. Since I know the President 
isn’t a karateka, I’d administer a very secret strike on him at the moment he showed me how he’d do 
it. That’s pretty much how I’d do things. I want karate to be in the Olympics in Beijing because I 
want to be on the team and travel to Beijing and win a gold medal. Or at least that's what I'd trick 
everyone into thinking I was doing. Part of being a good karateka means bolstering the Chinese 
economy. Sort of like ninjas, except a karateka can beat a ninja 14 out of 10 times. So while people 
would think I want to go to Beijing to win a gold medal and hang out in the Olympic Village and 
have a really good time with all the other athletes and media and officials and tourists, I'd really have 
a secret agenda. Secret agendas are pretty common for most karatekas. Secret agendas ensure that no 
matter what you say you really don't mean it. So when everyone else was having a good time at the 
Olympics in Beijing, seeing how communism is really good on the citizens in China, because the 
government rounded up before tens of thousands of homeless people and relocated them to details 
and provincial labor camps, I'd slip out at night and administer random karate moves on officials of 
the empire. This happened a lot in Atlanta too, when we held the Olympics - the part about the 
homeless I mean. [end poem]. 

So with Nick's the tone seems to be moving between placing beside each other things that seem 
funny or ironic and things that seem moving or deeply personal - the lyric existing alongside the 
ironic and a tension being created between the two of those tones. So the texture is coming from 
this juxtaposition of tones happening sentence by sentence and the surprises being built into the 
lines that way - into the sentences. 

So parataxis, it means, and this in the original Greek, side by side arrangement. So you're placing 
things side by side, rather than connecting them. Hypotaxis is the term for arranging under, meaning 
if this, then that. And hypotaxis, it allows details to accrue to a final point, to an overarching thesis 
or summary. And parataxis, instead puts: here's this, here's this, here's this, things one after the 
other. It's a kind of slashing abruptness, a blow by blow. It doesn't let up often. As I said before, the 
tone can be both lyrical and ironic at once. It adds mystery, surprise, that space that opens between 
to delight, to disrupt, to startle, to make new. 
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And so these are a lot of the tactics that we find prose poems using as they move forward. One of 
the ways I like to think about this is that prose loses itself to find itself - right? you're always moving 
toward something - but poetry loses itself to stay lost. There's something about what's unsayable, 
what can only be gotten at in these spaces between, in these things placed together and the 
juxtaposition that somehow sparks something for us. 

Try out a prose poem. It can be something as simple as writing yourself a series of sentences and 
them placing them one after another in any order and seeing what happens when these things come 
together. You could try mixing tones, a new tone here, now funny, now stark, now hyper real, 
surreal - things like that - or line lengths, 2 word sentences paired with 20 word sentences and feel 
what happens between those. So think of parataxis as one of these main tools for crafting a prose 
poem, so that you can have the breathlessness of prose. 

When I was reading "I love karate," I didn't want to stop, right? Prose does roll us forward - the 
breathlessness of that roll forward but with these moments that are also always wrapping us back 
into what came before. 

 

-I'm Marvin Bell, I'm sitting at the dining table in my house and I've been asked to speak briefly 
about the poetic line. For dessert, I'll tell you how to be a poet everyday. First in the matter of lines: 
I can't teach you meter in a brief video, or show you enough examples of the many ways that lines 
can be shaped in free verse. So this will have to be about how to think about lines, in particular 
about free verse lines. That's because meter, and sometimes rhyme, can define a line, whereas free 
verse has to find a line as it goes. In other words, you will have to search out examples on your own. 
Find poems that knock your socks off because of how they were written, not solely because of what 
was written about it. When reading free verse, hesitate ever so slightly at the end of each line. Again, 
while meter and rhyme identify the beginnings and ends of lines in more formalist poems, free verse 
has to do it in other ways. That's why I like to say that every free verse writer needs to reinvent free 
verse.  

Now there are many sorts of free verse; I don't think of free verse as simply an absence of a metrical 
pattern, or as a form, but as a method for finding new forms. We can't talk about the line without 
talking about syntax, as well as about rhythm. This is true for metered verse too, but it's true with a 
vengeance in free verse. Syntax is the secret to free verse. Syntax provides the opportunity for lines 
that are usually end-stopped, usually by means of a punctuation mark, and for lines that are 
enjambed because the sentence runs to the next line. Most free verse writers like to mix end-stopped 
and enjambed lines so as to create an individual sound, and to provide surprise and reward in the 
text. Syntax provides the opportunity for changes in pitch, pace, and tambour. Syntax and rhythm 
define a tone of voice far more than do vocabulary and lining. Line holds hands with syntax, and 
syntax holds hands with rhythm. The more kinds of sentences one can write, the more various can 
be one's poetry, whether metered or free. Syntax creates grammar and logic too, though in the end, 
music always wins. Thinks of those popular songs one likes in which the words, apart from the 
music, are not much of anything.  

A word about tricky enjambments: You don't want them to be cheap fireworks or one-time tricks 
that are only surprising the first time through. You may find, for example, that breaking a line 
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between an adjective and a noun doesn't fare well. But there are no rules about this; and if there 
were, it would be fun to break the rule in a new way. My mantra for young poets goes like this: 
Learn the rules, break the rules, make up new rules, break the new rules. Why does an attention to 
line, or at least an intuitive feel for the line, matter so much? It's because poems--a poem is about 
what's happening while you write it, or read it, and that depends, in part, on its handling of lines. Of 
course I'm talking about poems that are worth rereading, poems that are as fresh the tenth time as 
the first. I'm not talking about free verse as little more than chopped prose. It would be better that 
one's lines be eccentric or ragged than lay on the page like the dead fish of chopped prose. Poetry 
can be more than heightened prose. It can be a way of expressing what cannot be expressed 
otherwise.  

The poet William Stafford said, "An artist is someone who lets the materials talk back." Because 
many poets like a poem to look like a column, much free verse has the feel of accentual verse, in 
which one is counting the number of stresses in each line. These poems often are a conversational 
three-, four-, or five-beat line, with an occasional line a beat shorter or longer. Free verse at its most 
free verse-like is elastic: Some lines are noticeably shorter or longer than others, and each is 
embedded in the syntax of the moment. Here are some short excerpts from poems that show 
different sorts of lines. I'll try to show the lining with my hands. As a young poet, I sometimes 
follow the early example of William Carlos Williams and the later example of Robert Creeley, for 
example, enjambing short lines in jazzy syncopation. Thus, it seemed important to hesitate slightly at 
the end of each line. These are a few lines from a poem entitled, "The Admission."  

If you love me,  

Say so.  

Snow piles, bridges burn  

Behind me I  

Imagine  

That I'm alone  

And have not  

Turned toward you so  

Before I forget  

Openings I had not though of  

Turning toward  

To tell you and to tell you  

To tell me.  

So those are short lines with a little bit of syncopation in them. So then I try a longer line, containing 
what is thought of as a memory of meter. And here are a few lines from another early poem called, 
"Things We Dreamt We Died For." And again I'll try to indicate the line length with my hand.  
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Flags of all sorts,  

The literary life.  

Each time we dreamt we'd done  

The gentlemanly thing  

Covering our causes  

In closets full of bones  

To remove ourselves forever  

From dearest possibilities  

The old armies reinjured us  

The old armies conscripted us  

And we gave in to getting even  

A little less like us  

If a lot less like others.  

I confess that I am partial to that seemingly organic free verse that remembers meter and employs 
an elastic line. Thus, the beginning of a later poem titled, "White Clover," and again, I'll try to do it 
with my hands:  

Once when the moon was out about three-quarters  

And the fireflies or the stars  

Of backyards  

Where out about three-quarters  

And about three-fourths of all the lights  

In the neighborhood  

Were on because people can be at home.  

I took a not so innocent walk  

Out among the lawns 

Navigating by the light of lights  

And there, there were many hundreds of moons  

On the lawns  

Where before there was only polite grass.  
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These are just some small examples of subtle differences in the handling of free verse lines. One can 
be far or extreme to good effect. What about spaces within lines? What about eccentric punctuation, 
or none at all? What about indentations of individual lines and the placement of lines on a page? 
What about using capital letters, or no caps at all? All such maneuvers help define a line. What about 
poems written in paragraphs? I think of prose poetry as a form of free verse. Keep in mind the long 
line can have parts. A short line tends to speed up. And keep in mind that there is no limit to the 
elasticity possible to free verse lines. What if one writes sentence by sentence without enjambments? 
The sentence becomes the line, the line is the sentence.  

That's what I did in a form that came to be known as the dead man poems. Here are a few lines 
from an early poem in the Book of the Dead Man titled, "About the Dead Man, Ashes and Dust." 
There are no commas in the first two lines. Now when the line is this long, sometimes it will double-
up, even triple-up, and those run-overs will always be indented. It's what people using a computer 
call a hanging indent. Here we go:  

The dead man is slag ash soot cinders grime powder embers flakes chips slivers snippets lava and 
sand--I have to do that again, ready?  

The dead man is slag ash soot cinders grime powder embers flakes chips slivers snippets lava and 
sand.  

He is fumes fog smoke and vapor.  

Do not mistake the exhausted dead man for the mangled, dissolved or atomized.  

His mark is not a blemish on the earth but a rising tide of consciousness.  

His tracks are not footprints in the foyer but thoughts brought to bear.  

The letter of the dead man impedes, but the letter and the spirit of the dead man together animate.  

The dead man is not the end but the beginning.  

To conceive of the dead man is the first act of birth, incipient.  

The dead man was first.  

Writing poetry is do-it-yourself and learn-by-doing matter. Hunt down poets of individual styles that 
engage both your ear and brain. It will be money in your pocket. Okay here's the dessert I promised: 
You don't have to cooperate with writers blocks, this is how to avoid them and how to be a poet 
everyday: If you write on a computer, say, create a document on your computer desktop--I call mine 
"The Dailies." Every day you scroll to the bottom of the document without looking back, type the 
date if you like, and start writing--anything at all, in any form. If all you have to say at the moment is: 
My coffee is cold--fine, start there. Write with abandon, associate freely, put pressure on your 
vocabulary and syntax, let the materials talk back, and do it under the influence of poems by others 
that have knocked your socks off. Do this and you'll sometimes surprise yourself, writing what could 
not have been foreseen, which is the great thrill in poetry. And if not that day, well the good stuff 
and the bad stuff are all part of the stuff--no good stuff without bad stuff. The trick is to leave 
everything in the scroll. Everything. The abandoned poems, the unused lines and titles, the recipe 
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you happen to type there--everything. You will grow as a poet. A daily scroll can be wonderfully 
productive, not to mention addictive, if it does nothing more than get the critic off your back. You 
have a time every day when you add to the scroll. Maybe you can't go to bed until you do, or you 
can't have breakfast until you do. You intend to write on the scroll every day. Maybe you will miss a 
day sometimes, and that's okay, but you intend to add to the scroll every day. In other words, you 
don't have to boogie everyday as long as you turn on the music. With a daily writing scroll you will 
always have poems to choose from when poems are called for. And of course, back it up. And 
remember this: On the one hand, it's poetry--it can save your life. On the other hand, it's only 
poetry. So read the most individual poets you can find. Absorb them. Read like a thief, and then 
write with abandon. 

 

-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. 
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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 mind-
blowing 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  
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                   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 
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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! 

	

 


