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An essay at war 

I 

The design of a poem 
constantly 

under reconstruction, 
changing, pusht forward; 

alternations of sound, sensations; 
the mind dance 

wherein thot shows its pattern: 
a proposition 
in movement. 

The design 
not in the sense of a treachery or 

deception 
but of a conception betrayd, 

without a plan, 
completed 

in the all over thing heard; 
a hidden thing 

reveald in its pulse and 
durations; 
a fire. 

So we calld and heard the answering cowbells 
or bellow below in the valley; we knew 
in the dark they were coming home, coming 
up the narrow cowpaths under the stars 
where at the sheds we waited with lanterns. 
Calling up words—or caUd in by words— 
the familiar comforting beasts in the dark 
come home toward our lanterns, and we, 
herdsmen of our language, call them by name. 
And the years return to us. Our own 
departed return. What do we know of them 
as they come thru towards us? but we are 
sure of them. We leave a light in the window. 
In the mind. We read in the evening as if 
they were about to enter. We sit 
about the roimd table ^ 



talking with a guest who has brought gin, 
a friend now long dead. The frosted square 
bottle, the gingerbrown tea pot, 
cucumbers and butterd white bread, 
are spread on the table. 
And the genius of the moment 
is in the glow of the lamplight. 

Light the lamp, I say: 
It has been a hard day. I am tired. 
I want to sit with your ghosts and mine 
in this room which is like a bonfire 
lit upon a summer evening, sending 
sparks up into the bright darkness of the sky, 

a window 
lit for our wandering, a single 

candle flame fading or melting as we 
retreat from it. The fog 

rolls in over the water dissolving in waves 
electric lights of the city below us. 

It is an extension in time, 
a dimension surrounding us, the fire 
itself surrounding us, 
the light, the glow . . . 

Even the subhuman Mousterian man left 
ashes of fires. 

From the beginning we picture 
the hearthlight 

in the room of the cave. Outside 
the epoch of the greatest cold 
has driven 

the mammoth and the reindeer southward 
to wander 

in enormous herds. Storm 
has made an almost continual night. Inside: 

ears alert for the cave-lion or bear, 
the Cro-Magnon man workt 

the inaccessible rock-face 
and rettumd from the deepest recesses of the mind 

to the hearth, 
to the place where we too are gatherd. 

It is the first named incarnation of Love. We bum with 
it. The fire of Hell. Pain. But it is also warmth. Demonic. 
But it is also light. The night is all about us. A darkness 
within which all known things exist. So, a moment before 
the appearance of one most feard or one most desired, or 
one most loved. Or ... the centuries are all about us. A 
hght to read by. Within us. A time within which all known 
things exist. 

You who have given your intellect to Love 
think of this light even as the light of Love. 
Make Light of It, Williams says, 
dedicating 1 is volume of stories 
"to our troc s in Korea". Let 
even our troops in Hell who have 
hell-fire return from their flame-throwers 
thm flame to the fire that hums them. 

It is Love. It is a hearth. 
It is a lantern to read war by. 

( I mean it has bumd aU that we value, 
and we return to the burning itself, 
made savage by it, warmd by it, 
ears alert for the cave-Uon or bear, 
as a company will gather about a burning house 
seeing the sparks fly up from their losses 

burning, brought together . . . 
only Love left. 

So, in Hell, imagine. All that we valued 
gone up in flames. Destroyd. 

There is a great light there. 

I mean the light of this war 
sweeps cities, a madness, laying waste. 
What remains is a hearth. 
What remains is the heart. Even 
out of Hell we demand it. 

Make Light. Gather about the flames 
and against the night recite 

as the words dance, dance 
as the flame flickers, bum 



as the language takes fire, revive 
the heat of the heart from its cold. 

This fire lighting up the room 
almost to a tropical heat where 
the old man is dying of cancer. "You 
do not know how to light a fire," 
he cries. "I wUl teach you 
how to make a fire. So few . . nobody 
today knows how to make a fire 
with kerosene." This blaze 
is the same Idnd roar of flames 
that destroys in terror Korea 
and we 
do not know how to make a light 
pouring kerosene on the already burning paper. 

"What can I teach you 
when there is no time for teaching?" 

Teacher! your temper teaches. 
The gesture is living: so many forms present 
about the table-tipping of a moment. 
The old man is like a city 
laid waste by war. He is noble. 
He is pathetic. He is an old nuisance 
with his fits of fury, tipping over the pisspot. 
He is a bombd house, fa ling away from us, 
reappearing in his own light, 
a spiritual refinement. There is a shame 
in a beautiful body wasted so. 
There is a pity. A frailty. A pi^ta. 
Blood, urine, shit—draining away. 
And we who had admired his pride see 
that pride is not eternal. Shame 
is not eternal. Your temper teaches. 
The frail persisting. The mountain of great strength. 
Great snores of death. An arm 
inert upon the almost black brown blanket. Having 
no longer strength of gestme. Head 
thrown back, propt up. He 
absorbs grandeur. A history. 

A teacher. 

The poem designd so. 

To emit great snores 
or death's confusions. 

A pressure. 
or a procession. 

A dream. 
or a drain. 

His mind . is wandering. 
Come home . from us. . 
What do we know of him? . The words 
fly up, his breath . the breath of stars, 
breath of lungcase, pelvic bone, 

a frame . 
The morning light 

falls full upon his face. He stares. 

I am trying to let everything fall away. 

A pressure • 
a procession. 

The poem designd so. They retimi to us or 
thru us. The listeners cannot 
put it all together. It is so weak. 
What information from so infirm 

a grasp upon the thread? The thread 
breaks . or the hght 

breaks thru 

the miles of water extending beyond the land, 
the cold out there 
between us . between these continents 

I mean, the sea, cold 
and just breaking at war with the light. 

or we are always at war. 



II 

; its glow 
leads us upward, for we are . . . 

What do we mean when we say we're in love? 
We use the one word 
for tenderness, for passion, for enduring 
devotion, or for the ocean-wide deep drawing 
of the moon. We use the word 
for a sexual madness, running 
under the brimstone rain of fire 
—so Ahghieri described us— 
backs bared, emotionally flayd, 

or, afraid, 
crave love from statue-proud 

stone, or flesh 
resistant as stone. Love 

and desire. Beauty 
it is they attend. 

The Beauty of it! we say. The eye 
catching fire, the hair luminous, 
the torso like the Hapsburg's rock crystal 
pitchers, flawd with its own wonder, 

shatterd visibly 
with immutable perfection. 

The Beauty! a terror 
or a sorrow so great that our longing 

reappears as if in a mirror, 
an enemy, 

containd in the more-than-face 
mask of our passion 
facing us. 

Facing us? 

Were we afraid? Withdrawn? 
Self-containd? But love stronger 
than terror or pity—a war of die senses! 

In the museum of the ages 
the passion for the beauty of passion 
is not love, but love 
is a dimension surrounding the passionate. 
The individual Hermes-Dionysos 
perfecdy shown, 

the repeated perfected 
Tanagra figure or pearl-rope 

twelve syllable measured Alexandrine line 
or rhyme like a fine jewel 
set in regular reoccurring pattern: 
these have their terror self-containd. 
But love—^not of perfection 
alone. The imperfection proposed, studied 
in the cloudy stone, claims adoration. 

We have only the one word for it. 

Light, yes. The sensual dehte 
is all of it. This sensuality 
an appetite for weather, to be 
filld like a tree with it, 

leaves radiant, 
drownd in the heavy element of sun, 
or boughs whipt by the wind 

roaring, darkness 
in the strings of the harp. 

"De ces neuf ouvertures 
encadrees de boucles 
I'homme exhale 

de la vapeur bleue, du brouillard gris, 
de foumee noire." 

But "the games 
that lead man into real life" 

if, as Arp says, "the Dream 
connects man with the life of light and darkness" 

are substitutes of love. 

It is a hearth, a compassion, 
creating the world in its likeness. 



In a poem. Its contractions and relaxations, pulse-beats of 
largest language. Each cell of the structure showing its 
blood type. Measure. The passion of this speech repeats in 
imitation the passion of a daily living, a cosmic more-than-
we-are. The poem takes form from its words as love takes 
form from its acts, an imaginary conclusion. Of acts or of 
words. A total vision. Exceeding the sensible. As if the beat 
of our hearts beat in the universe. Spirit continually 
emanates from each living body. It broods. It creates a 
beginning. 

Anew? 

Were we courageous to begin? 

Singing like troubadors in Albi or Toulouse 
as if in spite of . . . 

listening to the nightingale 
in the midst of the slaughter. 

What good will this do? 

In that 
profonda e chiara sussistenza 
delt alto lume! 

bombs, fragments of bodies, 
this Japanese woman vomiting blood, 
these cities laid waste, burning, 
blasted before us. Were we afraid? 

Standing before a sea of faces in San Francisco's Civic 
Center, the General alluded for the first time to the 
controversy which had brought him home. He added: "The 
only politics I have is contained in a simple phrase known to 
you all: GOD BLESS AMERICA:" 
He strode gallantly into Constitution Hall to make a 
three-minute speech to 6,000 ladies of the D.A.R. (who 
carefully removed their hats en masse to provide a clear 
view for all) 

Were we courageous? Is there 
no substitute for Victory? for 
these seas of blood, these trials 
of oiu- spirit wasted in killing, 
in that line of men moving painfully forward, 
thrust painfully back? 

What shall we sing when the Victory is won? 
The joy of our life goes on forever . . . 

profonda 
e chiara sussistenza dell' alto lume! 

What is a nail? A nail is unison. 

This blood is a river that runs forever. 
Let us resolve 

the right surrender. 

m We are fighting over there. 
Without a plan nor dream of conquest 
nor from love of humanity fighting. 

Orderd to stand—there being 
no order— 
we do not understand. 

Into the cold of Asia 
the dead go. We do not know 
how many thousands— 

scraps of an army obliterated, 
routed, pusht back, 

confusions of our mind before 
a great idea, moving 
not like the sea but 

as the fanatic mind moves, with a plan, 
shouting, 
inexorably forward. 

The plan is the war. 



I have no idea of what is going cm. 
A single verity might outlast the idea. 
We build upon a field of lies. 
Truths of the imagination, 
lofty, sleights of macrocosmic mind, up 

lift us. But we face 
imcertainties. 

The war, or the plan, mocks us. 
Certain things confound us. 
Sure to win, we are unsure 
of winning. What will it cost we ask? 

Stalin, over time, has shown determination. 
Mao is an idea transforming an idea, 
a poet with a war, a plan, an inspiration. 
Cruelties, not to be corrupted; 
terrors not to be tumd. Music 
may tame the tiger, but these tigers 
proceed to their own tune, 
measure their own true scale expertly. 

What medley of voices, what free harmony, 
can stand over against or answer 

single-minded tyranny? 
Only a plan, a unanimous war, can win. 

An inspiration 
not to be corrupted, not to be tumd. 

This Victory, again and again 
this cry "Surrender I All is lost I", again 
the demand that we die, give om-selves up, 
join the army not to be tumd, all vohtion 

given over to behef. 

This host of believers sweeps down upon us, 
or springs from our midst, 
seeking to exhaust their plan, 

their self-containd terror, 
in the chaos of our blood, in Victory! 

IV 

What does it mean? 

The design 
constantly in reconstmction. 

Destroyd. 
Reformd. 

Who would have thot these altemations 
of death 

and realization so painful? painless? 
A dream . . . 

in that profonda e chiara sussistenza 

or a drain . . 

blood, urine, shit, giving ourselves up, this 

falling away, 
falling 

face forward 

V 

What does it mean? we pick up from a poem 
or the sound of a poem the sound 
of words saying themselves to us and saying 
what we have been waiting to say. 
Without a plan? to touch 

a spring of vohtion? 

What do we know of ourselves? It has taken years 
to greet without contradiction grief 
and gladness. We too have been 
like Lucius Apuleius in the guise of an ass, 
prickt by lust, cheated by magic, 
witness to adultery, rage, infamy. Yet we were 
never so eager for life, for this 
spring-full tide, this etemal 
never-to-fail love, this fulfilment. 



Out of these invasions of Korea, what fulfilment? 
What fuU filling in victory? out of mere war, 
these death of G.I.s, carnage of men, 

of ourselves? 

Out of these spasms of blind courage? blind ambition, 
blind terror, blind love of comrades? 
We do not know, we say. We see them 
frozen in ice fighting, or struggling 
in the deep mud ruts up to their waists dying, 
hopelessly, it seems. Uncomplaining 
or complaining. To no end. 

But the endless dying. 
The dead by the roadside 
beautifully naked, left over 
that the old may grieve. 

The scene under the 10,000 tons of bombs 
in the heat and roar of the assault, 
in the silence and rubble thereafter, 

mixt for us here 
with the first stirrings of panic or despair or of longing, 

is a passion. 

What can I teach you when there is no time for teaching 

Of passion: 

Not a boy, this young Chinese communist fanatic, 
but a man, 

changing as a city changes. Destroyd. During the day 
ruthless or inert, as if sleeping without dreams, 

the body. Destroyd. 
Neither questioning nor answering. Destroyd. 
The laborious undertaking 

from which we emerged almost without spirit. 

Or at night. Destroyd. 
Surrendering its other 

mirror of ourselves. 

A young man with no language 
other than the speech of thighs, or 

curve of lips smiling. Sphinx 
or Kouros. A chink. A jap. 
An enemy. Destroyd. His mind 

without volition, a soldier. But still 
is the City we dream of, 

curve of the young torso 
to make the heart leap, or tears 
spring to the eye 
striving to speak. 

So this ordinary C.I. stript to the waist 
carrying the wounded 
American soldier in his arms 
repeats u: his hot Korean summer 
a pieta. 

He is like a nakedness of speech 
shedding its words; or 
an imaginary conclusion 
of acts or of words; without plan, 

a volunteer / having only a form in the mind. 
A "setting off of a great many planes (or powers) 
so that each is identical (in a third hidden thing)" 

So, knowing or unknowing, the key 
comes forward. It lies in the speech 
about us. At ready response. And within us. 
It is in the air. 
Everywhere. The war is in the air. 
The great self-containd war 
is there, that we call love. 

Let there be no substitute for surrender to this 
ever about-to-be-realized, this 
imperfection in the cloudy stone, owl-wise 
perfect balancing of incongruities . 

only to fall! 



What is nail? A nail is unison 
Everywhere. In unison. 

To fail I To fall? without a plan, 
doesn't everything turn out poorly? 
Sure to surrender to the critic's contempt! 

You see, what I feel is needed at this point is a nadir, a 
breakdown, a failure of heart or of vision; and then, all 
longing left will be hopeless. Without a plan I was destined 
to come to this pass, to this foreclosing of all promise. The 
poem defeated. Yielding, without a war, we were bound 
to fail. Infatuates! Dancers! Once the music stopt, the 
effort to dance is painful to all concemd. What is left is 
despair. There is only the death of invention. 

There is only the cold hearth. The ashes 
waste . it has all been said before. 

The fire was the war. 
We said bum with it. We said 
surrender all that we value to it, 
to the burning . to the war 
of words, of the senses. 

We did not make sense. 
We made words dance. Dance, 
we said. What is left is the hearth. 
Dance by the light of the war. 

The figure was love as a transformation 
of war, or 
war without an enemy, or 
war without a victory . it was in war 

that we longd for love, 
for the fire that bums us, 

for the fire of love consumes all that we loved 

"thus all suspended did my mind gaze 
fixt, immovable, intent, 
ever kindled by its gazing" 

VI 

When does the poem end? Why 
does it go on? to exhaust 
what possibilities ? Why does the war 
go on? 

He conceives the poem 
as a shatterd pitcher of rock crystal, 
its more-than-language not in the form 
but in the intrigue of lines, the shattering, 
the inability . 
tracing the veins of an imaginary conclusion, 
the faults along which the tremor nms. 

Or he conceives the poem as a mind dying 
—that is, a mind dividing itself 
from itself. The line divides. 

Falling, face forward. 
Come home. From us. 

The idea is elegiac. A poem 
of things lost or about to be lost. 
Yet the idea is absolute, of these things. 
They are never to be lost. Unresolved. 
Held anyhow. The beauty 
is the beauty of a shock that runs thm it. 

What! will the war never cease? 

The war is a mineral perfection, clear, 
unambiguous evil within which 
oiu- delite, our life, is the flaw, 
the contradiction? Or the elegiac moment 
—itself a mood as pure as crystal rage 
or the responsible traind military technician's art 
without rage planning campaigns. 
organizing, ordering, giving orders until 
the blood flows red from each page— 

the elegiac moment, 
the too-perfect-in-tone-to-be-sanctimonious 



moment of our pleasure in living grief, 
or living regret, the clear immutable pitcher 

flawd by oiu: rage. No calm 
unbroken by variations of the line 
or by the rime just off beat, repeated 
tokens for the listening ear of the endeavor 

to shape war. 

The skull forw^d. 
The flesh having melted into a dew. 
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