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Reading Lorine











I found myself unable to read Lorine, after my first “official” exposure.  Why do we do this to people?  History is not kind.   It paints different pictures of famous individuals, than we imagine they should be.  Lorine was a very rural, small-town girl.  She apparently had no desire to see the world, or lacked the ambition to do so, if a secret hope existed.  Lack of money has rarely impeded those whose wanderlust beats hard enough.  She had a fawning, irregularly-attached relationship to Louis Zukofsky, whose verse she idolized above her own.   She was under the illusion she could raise twins by him, independently, when her somewhat needy attachments would transcend marriage, and every other obstacle of distance.  One wonders about accidental pregnancies, in a cliché world, we so hate to depart from, or invoke.  Lorine creates an intimate zone for herself in Zukofsky’s family life, much as she forces the issue of marriage with a later lover..  Strangely—through all of this outgoingness, she is too weak to ascend the issue of her own genius, feeding instead on “Zukie” worship—at the alter of a man holed in a dungeon of hypochondria and work—at the expense of her own poetic career.  Society trained Niedecker well.   I confess it’s wholly unfair to yank her chain with criticism, far from context to her time and place.  She is the product of her geographically-staid conservatism—that salt-of-the-earth Midwestern value system, pockmarked only with her dad’s marital indescresion.   So it appears… the problem is mine.





 I want poets to inspire me, to fortify me with their flakes of chipped-arrowhead person-flint, they’ve popped and hacked from painstakingly-acquired worldly experience.  I am not interested in a poet’s theater of the mind, that bloodless imagination, where no congealing drips of scraped knees, nor rushes of wind on the face, actually occur.  I want terrestrial, hard-core realities, where real tears stain pages written, as well as the pages read.   





I am an acid-etch of Women should know better than this, being smarter than men.  Intuition argues with us daily.  How can something you know is true, not be true?!  Because in matters of heart, and public eye, there is a totally different relationship with self�.  For instance—last class, I’m assumed for role of misogynist, when things closer to truth, might easily be articulated.  Zukofsky is equally battered by my unfair prejudice, though held less accountable for his seclusion, because the class is not yet about him, and men are dumber, as a whole, about these things.  Through my dense fog of idealism and disgust for lives not fully lived bodily�, but yearned or watched through words of others, I note my reaction to Lorine’s coorespondence to Zukofsky, which inspired revolution in the way I write letters.  Their easy poetry is beautiful, even if underlying current is overly-focused on Zuke, and his life.  Lorine is needy, in a stereotyped way—tis true—but she invokes strong feelings through these conveyances—namely, life’s too short for dull, prosy, did-this dithers via postage-stamps.  Send loved ones poetry, about what’s going on.  I tell myself.  That way, writing otherwise-boring letters will be challenging cream-topped missives of sparkling artistic inspiration.   As now you see—Lorine Niedecker, a poet I was in resistance to, changes my life.  It is an interesting fact to observe.





My prejudice is appalling.  I want swashbuckling idols and super-heroes populating my narrow band of acceptable writers’-life.  If Niedecker had been a world traveler, an aviator, an occultist, anything but “dull”—something “different”, and fraught with live-wire experience, I would have instantly devoured her poetry.   Yet that poetry may have been no different.  In fact, her verse may have been less interesting.  Because she was bottled up, her words escaped with pressure, the sort small cracks through large deep dikes spray.  Had she, Zukofsky, Nietzsche or any number of reclusive artists been wild reckless floodgate-opening experientialists, they may have had less internal pressure for poetry, for proverbial steam to snap our iron rings-round boilers (with their tendency towards sorrowfully thick, bulky plate).  My prejudice assumes humans who hovel in minds, create perfect landscapes of sorrows and adventures there, instead of physically experiencing what’s available�, scribing their coerced one-act poetics afterward, cheat themselves.  They are also cheating readers, whose waters they mean to heat.  





The poem Progression… why wasn’t it published?  No guts.  The poem has plenty, but writer is trained to eke artistic living from outside poets’ glories.  She is not happy in this state, as evidenced, perhaps, in “Why can’t I be happy / in my sorrow / my drinking man / today / my quiet tomorrow” or regarding the energy she purred into Zukes “Your erudition / the elegant flower / of which / / my blue chicory / at scrub end / of campus ditch / / illuminates.”   She knows she has profound things to say, but engenders to wed a common, unexpressed man.  There in Wisconsin, on her metaphor island, she “hid with him / from the long range guns”—presumably projectiles sent by critics, to exposed literary figures.  





Her poetry, deep as ZenMonkSpeak, I discount, somehow, based on her very-human pain.  Prejudice says she should see beyond her (fatalistic, one in fourteen chance she [of the poem] won’t end up with a dolt) social conditioning, not continually fall prey to it.  Poets are suppose to be visionaries to others, after themselves!  Lorine, you are with a drunkard, and you know better.  Follow your gopher’s hole down through rock layers to solitude—to caves monks inhabit—for insight.  You possess abstract knowledge Zukofsky does not.  You’re lonely, and full with the earth, instead of shallow people’s thoughts and feats, chockablocked into cities’ ‘worldliness’.   Though not so sure of herself in the realm of bright lights, paychecks and title pages, she feels the garden, it beats a pulse in her breast—that metaphor of Voltaire’s Candide, and she is utterly compelled write about it.  You know you are missing something Lorine; you also know you are not.  I’m sorry to have missed / Sand Lake / My dear one tells me / we did not / We watched a gopher there


which makes me wonder.


Why am I in resistance to you?





Mirrors are a bitch.�






�I would like to finish with a touchy political statement.


I propose that certain similarities exist


between Lorine and yourself.


We have been studying several authors in depth


who are no longer alive.


Your passion for them is immense.


I read your poetry, and am amazed.


I am taking a class from a woman—


a genius of verse in her own right


and I don’t know a thing about her process.


Here she is alive—radiant—full of force and (com)passion 


what is their connection to her poetry?


These people—the objectivists—what have they given us


through her?


I am struck by the magical lyric hidden


throughout her work.  They are gone


and she sits here,


extolling her heroes.


What if


she is the hero?








� Hormones aside.


� Given no severe physical handicaps.


� Again, as is humanly possible, given disabilities.








