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Eclipse 

Prologue: 8 July 

Tonight’s full moon marks six weeks 

before the eclipse – 21 August – 

when we’ll be in the “path of totality” 

on the Oregon coast: the day will go dark 

 

for about two minutes. Light and darkness 

are two of the five mysteries; 

another word for this event is 

“occultation.” We’re lucky to see 

 

the moon tonight, as the marine layer 

is making a strong push: combined 

with the southern California heat, 

it’s sticky, damp, uncomfortable. 

 

It might be foggy on the Oregon coast 

as well – in Bolinas we called it “Foggest” – 

in which case we’ll go inland, maybe 

as far as Salem, no witches but 

 

the sun’s corona flashing around 

a dark moon: yin and yang, sure, 

but my first memories come from 

a childhood picture book, 

 

the European explorers boasting 

they could blot out the sun, 

fooling the naked and ignorant Natives 

into thinking they were gods. 



That book is also associated in my memory 

with the settlers of Roanoke Island, 

who vanished after Sir Walter Raleigh 

sailed back to England and Queen Elizabeth, 

 

who called him “pug.” Perhaps this piece 

will also chart the eclipse of the suddenly 

xenophobic United States of America 

as an important political entity, although 

 

eclipse might be too obvious a metaphor: 

“until we see the back of Donald Trump 

and this kakistocracy, the country will remain 

in a state of eclipse. The good news is that 

 

as with every other eclipse to date, this too 

shall pass.” I wish my Facebook friend, 

whom I don’t recall ever meeting, had used 

a different slogan than this familiar one, 

 

which counsels passivity in the face 

of suffering. Still, this was mild compared to 

the cable cacophony that we’ve now witnessed 

the “smoking gun”: “Ranting, innuendo, 

 

wallowing in the squalid, the exasperation 

of the already-convinced, may, at some 

crude level, just be more interesting 

than some intelligent, skeptical human being 

 

 



trying to come to grips with complexity.” 

George Saunders at the “Home Run Derby,” 

to which I turned for some video relief, 

more popular, like MMOs and fantasy leagues, 

 

than the actual games, last night’s episode of 

Game of Thrones generating more comments 

than Charles M. Blow’s latest takedown of Trump; 

the rookie “phenom” Aaron Judge won, 

 

a new order in baseball, amusing ourselves 

to death, a book I should probably read. 

Instead I looked up the word “eclipse” 

in my 1961 Webster’s, the last meaning relevant, 

 

“To obscure or extinguish the beauty, luster, 

honor, etc.; to cloud; sully,” which 

pop star Alexander Hamilton thought 

democracy was doing in 1787, 

 

raising the question of what we think 

we’re protecting from the darkness. 

From L. eclipsis, from G. ekleipsis, derivation 

of ek out + leipein to leave: “the obscuration 

 

of light from one celestial body to another”; 

“everybody is a star” sang Sly Stone in the 70s, 

when I remember George Hitchcock in Santa Cruz 

saying he used “darkness” as an image too often: 

 

 



“a dimming, darkening, or obscuring of luster 

or brilliancy, as the eclipse of one’s powers; 

to cause an eclipse of; to darken.” The darkness 

hot and sticky this So Cal summer, almost 

 

impossible to sleep; breaking news 

seems to confirm collusion, an act 

that takes place under cover of darkness, 

objective correlative around which 

 

future legal action revolves, but Eliot’s 

a tough case for undergraduates, even “Prufrock” 

an occasion for head-scratching last night 

in a summer class. Tomorrow, Fitzgerald 

 

and Faulkner, pillars of American Literature, 

but why? The eclipse of youthful dreams, 

the Crash eclipsing the brilliance and glamor 

of the 1920s? “the zombie effect in late capitalism . . . 

 

what’s happened to political and social commentary 

from inside a mass-communication machine 

dedicated not to the dissemination of information 

but to twenty-four-hour stimulation”; “Darkness 

 

at the break of noon / Shadows even the silver spoon / 

The handmade blade, the child's balloon / Eclipses 

both the sun and moon”: the end of Easy Rider  

on Charlottesville Saturday, “We blew it, man,” 

 

 



the country itself just one big con, traditional 

American values: “deception, easy cash, hustling 

and the love of money.” “I believe,” said Ed Dorn, 

“in the insensitivity of America” . . . August, 1977. 

 

19 July 

I wanted to teach American Lit 

     mainly for Wallace Stevens 

but the kids couldn’t care less 

 about extended wings 

even after I made the case 

 that Wally set a course 

between Stein and Frost 

     the blackbird got some response 

a few flickers of consciousness 

     but the snow man dissolving 

 the subject-object split 

      not so much     it was 

the one conversation with Barry Watten 

 I’m sorry didn’t finish 

 

21 July 

and now Forest Knolls 

 chilly clear quiet night 

     among the deer and stars 

after nine hours on the interstates 

 American infrastructure 

still based on trucking 

     wireless connection at our AirB&B 

 allows me to reconnect 

     with a curious Hart Crane poem on Facebook 



     old friends tomorrow 

 the Giants in extra innings 

     Joanne I’ll see you in the new moon 

later this morning 

     one lunar cycle before the eclipse 

  * 

Archilochus says that it’s Zeus 

who blots out the sun 

Eclipse rum on the night table 

curious that some think 

Debord’s spectacle too negative 

any way “ahead” only possible 

after a complete eclipse 

 

22 July: Joanne 

first the video “Descartes” 

     60s hi tech 

 flowing waves of light 

     pretty funny     then Diana 

splendidly reading her memoir 

     of The Place 

 and the Spicer Circle 

“What are your plans for poetry?” 

     Anne is earnest     wild     scholarly 

pieces of letters from UCSD 

     Michael Rothenberg’s heartfelt tribute 

 Duncan gets off the dime 

Lewis from his wheelchair 

     Michael Wolfe mentions the Lord 

 granting everything 

and then     taking it back 



4 August 

the almost full moon 

at its southernmost point 

tonight     after which it 

moves north (to us) 

shrinking every night until 

it drops back south  

to meet the sun 

thousands of people expected 

on Oregon roads     we’ll 

miss our flight home 

Frank Sinatra: Night and day, you are the one 

Only you 'neath the moon or under the sun 

Jim Carroll: But the stars tell lies, it blinds the only warning 

And when darkness dies, there's nothing left but morning . . . 

Day and night . . . the shadows start to scatter 

When touched by light . . . each promise made is shattered 

 

5 August: Wiki Poem 

All the hotel rooms in the swath of the solar eclipse 

have been rented. Hotels have canceled reservations 

so they can charge more money, 

some as high as $1,000 per night . . . 

The crowds are going to be unbearable. 

The joyfulness of the eclipse will be eclipsed 

by crowds, traffic, blockades, price gouging. (John Olson) 

I am in Oregon and in anticipation 

of 1,000,000 visitors on the coast, 

the national guard on standby; 

I can't imagine that seeing it will be easy. 



There are already road blocks being set up 

along the places where viewing would be easiest. 

It seems it might not be worth the money 

these motels are charging if jockeying 

for viewing space will be hard. (Jillian Mardin) 

All the road rage associated with people 

trying to get their viewing spots 

will make for an interesting experience. 

I'm predicting an apoceclipse. (Bob Olson) 

Nice word. Can I steal it for my poem? (Joe Safdie) 

 

6 August: New York Times 

On the morning of August 21, 

the moon’s shadow will appear 

over the Pacific Ocean and move 

swiftly toward Lincoln Beach Oregon, 

making landfall at 10:16 A.M. local time. 

If the morning fog has lifted by then, 

and if the weather is clear, viewers 

will see something in the sky 

that most have never seen: 

a black hole where the sun should be, 

and around the edges sinuous flames 

radiating in all directions. 

Stars and planets will come out, 

winds will shift, birds and bats 

will behave strangely, crickets will chirp. 

  * 

I stood on a crowded beach in Turkey 

and waited until, at the allotted time, 



with a chorus of screams and cheers 

and whistles and applause, the sun 

slid away, and impossibly, impossibly, 

we saw above us a stretch of black sky 

and in the middle of it a hole, blacker 

than anything I’d ever seen, fringed 

with a ring of soft white fire. My heart 

jumped up to my throat, and my eyes 

grew hot with tears. I fell to my knees, 

feeling tiny and huge, and as lonely 

as I’ve ever been, but also astonishingly 

close to the crowds around me. 

Totality – that point of a solar eclipse 

when the sun is entirely covered 

by the moon – is incomprehensible. 

Your mind can’t grasp any of it: 

not the dark, not the sunset clouds 

on the horizon, nor the stars; 

just that extraordinary wrongness, 

up there, that pulls the eyes toward it. 

I stared up at the hole in the sky 

and then at the figures around me, 

and became gripped by the conviction 

that my life was over; that I was 

kneeling in the underworld 

with all the shades of the dead. 

  * 

A 260-day Aztec calendar stone 

may depict the death of the sun god Tonatluh 

at the hands of an eclipse monster, 

whose claws clutch at human hearts 



  * 

Full moon in Aquarius, the event now 

just two weeks away     96% of everything 

is dark (matter or energy)     “it is sight itself 

that has blinded us to nearly the entire universe” 

darkness keeps us in place 

dark energy     dark matter 

“He reveals mysteries from the darkness, 

And brings the deep darkness into light" (Job 12:22) 

God is Light, yet the scriptures tell us that 

He makes darkness His secret place. 

Oh, the wonders of God! Who can know His mind? 

Let men pry, but His ways are past finding out, 

and one of those things men cannot find out is 

the mystery of light that comes out of darkness. 

 

9 August 

OED: OF eclipse, esclipse, ad. L. eclipsis, Gr. eclepsis  

literally “to forsake its accustomed place, fail to appear” 

which would imply what mattered was that the sun 

had let itself get eclipsed, an act of laziness, perhaps, 

or generosity . . . 1. An interception or obscuration 

of the light of the sun (moon, or other luminous body) 

by the intervention of some other body, either 

between it and the eye, or between the luminous body 

and that illuminated by it; “These late eclipses 

in the Sun and Moone portend no good to us” 

2. obscuration, obscurity; dimness; 

loss of brilliance or splendor, the eclipse 

of reason and decency: the eclipse of truth. 

* 



The Newport, Oregon police 

were recently alerted to a cat 

who appeared to be armed, 

possibly with a semi-automatic weapon, 

who had situated itself high in a tree. 

 

13 August 

Solar and lunar eclipses are significant events 

at a spiritual level. There is an increase in Raja-Tama 

which has negative effects on humanity. 

Due to the Sun being obscured by a subtle barrier 

in front of the gross or subtle Sun during an eclipse, 

there are two significant spiritual impacts: 

The environment becomes conducive 

for negative energies to amass black energy. 

Black energy is a type of spiritual energy 

that is the primary weapon of attack of ghosts. 

[who] utilize their black energy to harm humankind 

during the period of the eclipse as well as 

to sow the seeds of destruction of humankind. 

Of course shore wind will dissipate the fog 

 and warm the air, so attention 

to the eclipse-day forecast will tell whether to stay 

or whether to move to an inland trans-mountain location. 

What is the meaning of a solar eclipse? To the ancient Chinese, 

solar eclipses meant that dragons were devouring the sun. 

To the Czechoslovakians, they meant that ice giants, 

bitter enemies of the sun, were conquering it. To the Romans, 

they meant that the sun was poisoned and dying. To the Jews, 

solar eclipses meant that the moon was passing between the sun 

and the earth, thereby blocking the sun’s light. 



At the time when the sun is eclipsed, 

it is an unfavorable period for the world. 

This can be compared to a human king 

who made a feast for his subjects, 

and placed a lantern before them. 

When he grew angry with them, 

he told his servant, "Take away the lantern 

from before them, and place them in darkness!" 

The king is G-d, the King of Kings; the people 

at the table are ourselves; the lantern is the sun. 

The moon obscuring the sun is the king’s servant 

who takes away the lantern. The period is one 

of Divine retribution for various sins. 

So, a solar eclipse signifies a harsh period. 

But the servant did not extinguish the lantern; 

he merely prevented it from illuminating 

the king’s subjects. Many eras in history 

have been dark for us. But during these times, 

we should remember that G-ds light has not 

been extinguished; it is merely in a state 

of hester panim, hiddenness. 

And just as the sunlight always emerges 

from its eclipse (sigh) so too are all situations 

of hester panim only temporary, destined to be 

followed by the light of G-ds redemption.  

Even during the darkness of a solar eclipse, 

all is not entirely in gloom. The sun 

is four hundred times further away from us 

than the moon, but it is also four hundred times 

larger than the moon (secular scientists call this 

a "grand coincidence"). This means 



that from our perspective the moon precisely 

covers the sun. The result of this is that 

while the sun is essentially obscured, 

shafts of sunlight may appear 

around the edge of the moon as they shine 

through the mountains on its surface. 

 

When Yosef’s brothers sold him to a passing caravan, 

we are taught that G-d arranged matters such that 

the merchants would be carrying sweet-smelling spices 

instead of their usual foul cargo. Now, this would appear 

to be of little comfort to Yosef. He had just been betrayed 

by his brothers and sold to heathens as a slave. 

What was the consolation in his prison quarters 

having a nice smell? The answer is that precisely 

because this was the lowest point of Yosef’s life, 

G-d wanted to show that He was still with him. 

This minor but significant gesture strengthened 

Yosef’s spirits during his long ordeal. 

Such is the message of the shafts of light, 

which we perceive during the darkness 

of a solar eclipse. They are literally "rays of hope," 

and they remind us that even during 

the dark periods of life, we are to look for 

those small signs that tell us that G-d is still with us. 

 

15 August, Sacramento Airport, New York Times Again 

“a celestial extravaganza unlike anything else” 

so much for metaphor 

“prepare to feel changed forever” 

but then what? Won’t we change again 



afterwards? “the most awesome 

astronomical event there is, period” 

I was waiting for the word “awesome” to show up 

a jungle in Mikongo, Gabon 

the top of a mountain in Tianhuangping, China 

the frigid wilderness of Svalbard, Norway 

“There’s never been an event like this in human history” 

but then there’s Ferris Jabr’s text: All life on earth 

depends on a luminous umbilical cord 

eight minutes and 19 seconds long, 

the time it takes light to travel here 

from the sun. During a total solar eclipse, 

this lifeline is temporarily severed. 

At the moment of totality, a tide of darkness 

briefly swallows the land. Life responds 

instantaneously. Most living things have 

biological clocks – constellations of genes, proteins 

and neurons – synchronized to the sun’s rhythms. . . . 

Earth’s surface temperature drops 

by as much as 13 degrees Fahrenheit. 

The very chemistry of the air changes. 

Certain molecules produced by 

light-activated reactions, such as ozone, 

suddenly dwindle. . . . A total solar eclipse 

is not just the momentary theft of day. 

It is a profound interruption of the world 

as we know it, all the more terrifying 

in its transience. Imagine what would happen 

if we altered the planet’s relationship with the sun. 

An eclipse of our own making. 

A new era of twilight with no promise of dawn. 



August 21, 9:36 AM 

found a spot near a river 

just east of Corvallis 

two bikers from Seattle here first 

eclipse glasses totally working 

about one third occluded 

slowly growing from the northeast 

at about 1:00 . . . clock metaphors? 

river     sun     moon 

the new moon is the only chance 

for the yin principle to assert herself 

the world about 88% yang 

foggy by the coast when we left 

we wanted an ocean but this will do 

9:45 about 40% covered 

the right brain slowly taking over 

sweet blackberries     elemental 

Sara on her cell phone     checking 

to see how our cat was reacting 

conversation with the bikers 

9:52 perfect yin-yang circle 

balance is not “totality” 

zen master shrugs her shoulders 

flight home in 3 ½ hours* 

watching the river flow 

right to left     Mahayana 

not hinayana     holding Sara’s hand 

______________________________________ 
*this line turned out to be wild exaggeration 

 

 

 



24 August 

 after the eclipse 

  endless poetry 

(Jodorowsky, but this may be 

     one of those times I follow 

Marianne Moore’s example 

and the movie’s pretty damn good 

     the singing mother 

 and the strawberry cake 

hope and no hope 

     poetry and cynicism 

 endlessly recycling 

on the last day 

     of Endless Poetry 

at San Diego theaters 

my poetry class got cancelled 

 for lack of interest 

“it’s not required” 

 “poets and muses meet there 

     every night     maybe 

you’ll find yours” 

     I really gotta read Nicanor Parra again 

poets don’t explain themselves 

     after the eclipse 

everything was new again 

Orpheus too! 

 love always corrupted 

     by visions of purity 

“I am not a faggot” 

     “nor poets into teachers” 

 adios poetas 



 


