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COMING IN ON A WING AND A LYRE: 
NATHANIEL TARN’S AVIA  
by Elizabeth T. Gray, Jr. 
 

 

Tarn & P-51 Mustang 

PART ONE:  

The Poem, Its Sources, and the Original Plan 

 

 Nathaniel Tarn’s scholarly and literary work spans genre, history, mythologies, continents, 

and cultures. His lyric poetry is sensuous song, deeply infused with the natural world, often reaching 

for the limits of human and divine love. What, then, to make of Avia, Tarn’s 264-page poem—

fifteen years in the making—the center volume of a planned trilogy that offers us a highly-granular 

portrait of air combat in World War II? Where did it come from? Where and how does it fit in his 

poetic oeuvre?  

 Avia is an astonishing and powerful work. It is located squarely within the world’s epic 

tradition, heir to The Iliad, The Mahabharata, and every epic that has at its core heroes, war, and the 
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speaking dead.  The poem itself is central to an understanding of Tarn and his work. Its roots can be 

seen in the poems that precede it and its core concerns illuminate the work that follows it. 

 

I. Avia: As We Have It 

 From 40,000 feet the poem is not difficult to describe. The speaker is Charles A. Lindbergh, 

not, in these pages, Lindbergh the anti-Semite and Nazi sympathizer, but Lindbergh the pilot: the 

brilliant and daring engineer and aviator, famous for making the first non-stop trans-Atlantic flight 

in 1927. When the poem opens, Lindbergh, in Paris, has been ordered by U. S. President Coolidge 

to pack his plane, The Spirit of St. Louis, onto a ship and accompany it home. Lindbergh had been 

hoping to fly onward, across the Pacific, or at least to fly back across the Atlantic, and is distressed 

by Coolidge’s directive. In the poem Lindbergh falls asleep one evening and dreams he is flying 

west, retracing his route across Iceland, Greenland, and Newfoundland, reveling in the pure air, the 

stark beauty of the ice-bound coasts. The cockpit begins to fill with the voices of pilots from the 

future, fellow comrades of the air, telling him about the astonishing changes in aircraft and aviation 

that lie ahead. The voices describe their experiences in World War II, and the beginnings of space 

flight. One structural arc of the poem is thus chronological; another tracks Lindbergh’s gradual 

realization that his beloved machines will be put, in innovative ways, to deadly use against humanity 

itself. 

 Avia is more immediately kin to the modernist epics—Pound’s Cantos, Olson’s Maximus 

Poems, Williams’s Paterson, H. D.’s Trilogy—and its forms and methodologies are familiar. Narrative is 

braided with lyric. Speakers, voices, and points of view shift across and within segments of the 

poem. There is formal variation; segments are in metered or free verse, in regular or irregular 

stanzas, and in places use the page for composition by field. Fragments of text from various world 
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literatures are intercalated throughout. Avia is a major long poem, in the American grain, deftly 

handled by a master at the top of his game. 

 The difficulty seems to arise when the reader encounters, early on, something like this  

 
 15.54 hrs.: First plot of day for Bentley. 
Powder Blue Lord watches his hordes set off. 16. 
16 hrs: hundreds times hundreds nose in to coast 
‘twixt Deal / North Foreland. Total almost all 
KG1, 2, 3, 26 & 76 plus 110s of ZG2, plus 109s 
of II & II / LG2, JG2 (Richtofen), JG3 (Udet), 
  JG 51, JG52, JG 54 (Grünhertz) 
 
and I / JG77. (Av 103) 
 

This fragment, which I confess is a particularly cryptic choice, is no anomaly. Eighty percent of the 

poem consists of granular descriptions of the air war in various theatres during World War II. These 

narrative segments of the poem cover the Battle of Britain (August-September 1940); the Battle of 

Malta (1940-1943); The Battles of Leningrad, Stalingrad, the Kuban and Kursk Salient (1940-1943); 

D-Day (June 1944); and the war in the Pacific (1944-1945).  

Tarn gives the attentive reader every tool she needs to make sense of these segments: an 

overview of strategy in air combat, including plane handling and positioning (Av 34-37); the 

specifications and capabilities of each kind of fighter aircraft encountered in theatre (Av 38-40); 

tactical rules of engagement for pilots as individuals and as part of a squadron (Av 49-54); an 

Afterword (296-302, it is helpful to read this as a Preface); and appendices that include 

abbreviations, technical terms, and brief biographical sketches of major figures (Av 276-295). Armed 

thus, and with a bit of Google, the lines above are quite straightforward: 

At 3:54 p.m. the staff at RAF headquarters at Bentley, is plotting its deployment of pilots, aircraft, 
and radar while Hermann Göring—Commander in Chief of the Luftwaffe (hence the light blue 
uniform) and Reichsmarschall (hence “Lord”)—watches his squadrons of aircraft depart from 
French airfields for the British coast. At 4:16p thousands of German aircraft approach the east coast 
of Kent. The aircraft are mostly from German bomber units 1, 2, 3, 26 & 76, plus Messerschmitt 
110s from long-range fighter unit #2, plus Messerschmitt 109s from I & II Groups, specifically 
Luftwaffe instructor unit #2, and fighter units #2 (led by Baron Richtofen), #3 (led by Ernst Udet), 
#51, 52, & 54 (called Grünhertz, “Green Hearts”), and also, from I Group, fighter unit #77. 
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Yes, well, OK, thanks for that, but what is going on here? Why is this material here? Why is there so 

much of it? What work are lines like these doing in the poem? 

 In his Afterward to the poem Tarn states that he “was interested in seeing if it were possible 

to get back to a poetry of fact and thing” (Av 296). What facts and things? Dogfights, fast-moving 

ferocious predators and prey in the three-dimensional battlespace in skies over Kent, as can be seen 

in footage here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iV0u7g5YzTo (minutes 0:00-2:10, or go to 

YouTube and search for “Spitfire VS Me109 Dogfight-Battle of Britain”). 

 How do you capture that in a poem? Looking outside Tarn’s poem, here is a model, walking 

point at the head of Western literature: 

                                                   Antilokhos 
was the first man to down a Trojan soldier, 
a brave man in the front line, Ekhepolos 
Thalysiades: he hit him on the ridge  
that bore his crest, and driven in, the point 
went through his forehelm and his forehead bone, 
and darkness veiled his eyes. In the melee 
he toppled like a tower. Then by the feet 
the fallen man was seized by Elphenor 
Khalkodontiades, Chief of the Abantes, 
who tried to haul him out of range and strip him 
quickly of his arms. The trial was brief. 
Seeing him tugging at the corpse, his flank 
exposed beside the shield as he bent over, 
Agenor with this spearshaft shod in bronze 
hit him and he crumpled. As he died 
a bitter combat raged over his body 
between the Trojan spearmen and Akhaians, 
going for one another like wolves, like wolves 
whirling upon each other, man to man.  

(Iliad, IV: 457-472, Fitzgerald translation 103) 
 

In this vein here is another segment of Avia, dealing with the Battle of Britain, that might be heard 

as a direct rhyme with Homer’s war epic. Note that these lines, like those of Fitzgerald’s translation, 

are also in blank verse: 

 Bader prepares attack: sees 109s in dive, 
warns Spits. Fighters are shocked and break south-east, 
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 abandoning their bombers. Bader delayed again 
by 257 and 504: attack head-on at Germans. The “Line 
 Astern!” Germans turning south-east. Bader 
picks west formation; Jeffries of 301 picks east and 
 Stachell, 302, goes for the center. Bader 
(Red One) falls vertical to the tail trio; takes center; 
 Cork (his Red Two) takes right; Campbell (his 
Three) hits left. Bader’s prey’s wing flames up. He runs 
 on by, attacks a Do ahead. Spit’s on the way: 
breaks off. Another Spit smashes into a Do. Both down. 
 Bader singles a crippled Do. Someone bales out 
and tangles with the tail. Now out of ammo, Bader 
 homes. (Av 116) 

 
What do we call this? Stealing a phrase from Tarn’s Afterword I would call this a “translation 

between genres”: lyric poem meets recently-declassified after-action combat report. 

 If technically complicated fighter aircraft and complex dogfighting strategies are your “facts 

and things,” how do you engage a reader? How do you educate a reader to see the nuances of skill and 

daring, the ebb and flow of the high-speed air battle over the English Channel or the Kursk Salient? 

Avia offers some answers. 

 “I have one great regret in life: that I did not die in the Battle  
of Britain (preferably not on fire).” (Tarn, September 2017) 
 

Digest that statement—and then first, seduce your readers’ eyes with imagery and their ears 

with sound. Then, give them the background, vocabulary, and tools they need to understand the 

action. And, in places, slow it down, as Tarn does in the poem’s “Interludes,” sections that pull up 

out of the frantic action and shift the voice and focus to a single pilot. In “Time Interlude: Survivor” 

a pilot turns his Spitfire for home on a summer evening and sees another Spit just ahead of him  

Serenely sailing on as if 
a master guiding her: a dive so shallow 
seeming no dive at all, mere loss of height 
toward a homecoming and rest. Like a green ghost 
over green field, brown ghost over brown field, 
combined, demurely gliding. 

 

He doesn’t recognize the plane. Its pilot does not respond. As the pilot approaches, he understands:  
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Boy’s head lying against the hood in deeper 
rest is motionless. Some rust under the head. 
The wind, prying its way under the hood  
a little opened, as if a baling out attempted… 

 

To avoid the danger of a sudden collision the pilot decides to veer away, watching the dead pilot’s 

arc toward earth: 

His shallow dive 
increased in angle, the glycol stream in volume, 
terrible speed mounting to frighten no one 
before the louder hit below, break and cremation. (Av 55-56) 

 

On page 66 we get a close-up on Geoffrey Page, a Spit pilot of the 56th Squadron, who (in 11-line 

stanzas of blank verse) describes his cockpit being engulfed in fire, his ejection and frantic descent 

into the sea, and his rescue by a local boat.  
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Wing Commander Alan Geoffrey Page 
 DSO, OBE, DFC & Bar (1920-2000) 

Tarn Collection 
 

Later, in a similar close-up, Brian Lane, of the RAF’s 19th Squadron, closes his account of a dogfight 

with this:  

Climb the great wall of darkness out of darkness, 
eyes coming back into focus, wall flooding under nose 
as we go vertical. Tilt head to watch opposing cloud 
pour slowly down like waterfall to splash the nose 
as Spit flows over on its back at the loop summit. 
Then ease stick forward, roll out level. 
Such moments precious in the flare of battle 
as if the sky were slightly less than neutral 
and we not just kill-counters now, but summer 
boys still joying in the heights we knew in peace, 
ever so slightly lifted, or so we thought 
         above the earthbound legions. (Av 80) 

This moment of temporal suspension is both comprehensible and gorgeous, yet, in acknowledging 

in that phrase “or so we thought” the irony of his vision, Lane points to the broader revelation that 

awaits Lindbergh: the pilots, those chevaliers of the sky, are ultimately complicit in the slaughter 

taking place below.  

Tarn states in his Afterword that he wanted to get back “to some combination of the epic 

and the American multidimensional long poem.” (Av 297). In terms of epic form and lyric time, 

how do you embed tangible facts and things, artifacts of a war now passing from human memory, in 

our shared, threatened, human story? How do you bring these Spitfires and pilots home to each 

reader?  

Like its modernist cousins, Avia layers time and space, juxtaposing text across cultures and 

literatures. The metallic body of a Spitfire is rhymed explicitly with not only a woman, a Beloved, but 

also with the Shield of Achilles. The Battle of Britain narratives engage the Niebelunglied and Malory’s 
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Le Morte d’Arthur. The following account of one-on-one combat has an uncanny resonance in the 

context of an air war: 

And therewithal Sir Kay 
ran fast as he might run 
to join with one of them 
and struck that king a cubit 
thru shield and body also: 
fell he to earth stark dead. 
That saw Gawain and ran 
unto another king so hard 
he smote him down and thru 
the body with a spear: fell he 
then to earth dead. Sir Arthur 
then a third ran thru the body 
& with a spear, that he fell to 
earth dead. Sir Gryffelt ran 
to a fourth king and gave him 
such a fall his neck broke down. 
Then ran Sir Kay unto the fifth 
smiting him hard upon the helm: 
the stroke clove helm and head— 
    hard fell he to earth dead. (Av 65) 

Over Malta the desperate fight to defend the blockaded island is interwoven with Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s descriptions of his time there during the Napoleonic Wars. The battles in Soviet airspace 

are juxtaposed with detailed records of what was happening on the ground, at Auschwitz, on each 

day of the air war, and interludes of Tolstoy allow the reader to pull back and reflect, for a few 

moments, on the carnage happening below. Accounts of the kamikaze campaigns are interwoven 

with fragments of ancient and indigenous Hawaiian, Aboriginal, and Japanese myth. Here is the 

segment of Ainu myth that follows the detonation of the bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki: 

Just then, west of the land of 
Chirinnai, black mists rose up. 
And, before long, fell over us. 
Like being thrust into a black 
somber abyss…. 
Wounds, shallow into deep, 
were gouged into our bodies. 
Excruciating pain shot thru 
our innards. Nor could one 
tell when it was daytime or 
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when right. Roared, raging 
everyplace, in blackest mist. 
Top of their blades, beneath 
that sky, we flew around like 
birds with hands, like a light 
breeze atop their blades, we 
fled and fluttered, triumphing 
through. We reached a point 
with ribs alone still clinging 
to our robes. Only our spines 
they had failed to reach. We 
went on thus until those mists 
faded into the sky… 
The robes we wore, after the 
battle, made our prime robes, 
  look insignificant. (Av 259-260) 
 
Lindbergh, over the course of the poem, becomes horrified at the carnage his beloved planes 

and pilots have wrought on the planet and its human inhabitants. In the last section, “Postmortem 

Debrief,” he sits in a Valhalla, among the great aviators, as they ponder the 60 million dead, the fires 

of Hamburg, Dresden, and Hiroshima, and lament the rise of drones and the end of chivalry in the 

air. The reader, too, now shares that view of our history from a point high above historical time and 

space. As an illustration of how this long poem containing history stays true to facts and things, and 

honors The Iliad, here is the rest of that inscrutable segment with which this section began, in which 

the RAF prepared for that sudden onslaught of German planes:  

               Nearly a thousand [German] aircraft, stepped 
up in one huge bloc, in thousand feet fourteen to 
twenty-three, a front of twenty miles. 16.17 hrs. 
Park flies eleven squadrons. By 16.23, all Spits & 
Hurris at the ready. By 16.30, twenty-one sqdrns. 
in reach of London up/on T.O. First fighters see a 
tidal bore break from the mist east of the isle of 
Sheppey: high by one mile one half, over eight 
hundred square. Not since the thousand spirit 
horses with raven wings inserted into Troy was 
such a coming seen: survivors have been haunted 
   by it through their lives.  (Av 103) 

 
 

II. Source Material 
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 Tarn dedicates Avia not to an individual, but “To my boyhood and its hopes.” The material 

that appears in the poem comes from personal, and also archival, sources.  

At the outbreak of World War II Tarn’s family left France and Belgium for the safety of 

England. Tarn had just turned twelve when the Royal Air Force took to the skies in their Spitfires 

and Hurricanes to fend off the German Luftwaffe in what would become known as the Battle of 

Britain. During the Blitz Tarn was evacuated from London to Gerrard’s Cross, a small town in 

Buckinghamshire fifteen minutes west of RAF Northolt, the oldest air base in England and at the 

time critical to the fighter squadrons engaging the Germans. Bombs and rockets often fell on towns 

and airfields nearby, as the Battle of Britain raged in the skies overhead. In the evenings Tarn defied 

his parents’ prohibitions and found his way into The Bull Hotel, to listen to the RAF pilots drinking 

in the bar. “[The war] was that close,” said Tarn in January 2018, “and then there was also my 

feeling, ‘Why the hell aren’t I old enough to do that? And what am I missing?’ I’ve often wondered 

whether I could have been a fighter pilot.” 

 Tarn’s fascination with flight, with fighter planes and pilots, and with air combat never left 

him. In the decades that followed these traumatic, if thrilling, experiences of childhood, he spent 

years investigating and researching his heroes and the air war. He spent time in the RAF and other 

national archives reading engineering manuals for different kinds of aircraft, exploring training 

manuals, and poring through the daily after-action reports filed by individuals and their squadron 

commanders.  
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Tarn’s replication of Barclay’s RAF Formation Drawings, 1940-1941 

 

He read detailed analysis of complex engagements and historical accounts of strategic decision-

making on all sides. He found contemporary diaries, memoirs, and biographies of individual pilots. 

Such material can be found, verbatim or compressed, altered for rhythmic or formal reasons, 

throughout the poem. 

He also sought out and interviewed pilots who had fought for the RAF, the French, the 

Poles, the Soviets, the Americans, the Germans, and the Japanese.  
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Group Captain Sir Hugh Spencer Lisle Dundas 
CBE, DSO, DFC (1920-1995) 

Tarn Collection 
 

 

Air Commodore Peter Malam Brothers 
CBE, DSO, DFC & Bar (1917-2008) 

Tarn Collection 
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Lieutenant-General Stepan Mikoyan 
Hero of the Soviet Union (1922-2016) 

Tarn Collection 
 

His papers hold autographed photos, letters, and memoirs given to him by pilots like Geoffrey Page, 

Peter Brothers, Hugh Dundas, and Hero of the Soviet Union Stepan Mikoyan. Avia’s “Interludes” 

discussed above, are built from their stories, and from stories of pilots who did not survive the air 

war. While “each individual mentioned stands for a hundred others” (Av 300) in the poem, these are 

Tarn’s selected heroes. 

 

III.  From Kitty Hawk to Deep Space: The Original Plan  

 Tarn spent fifteen years working on Avia, roughly from 1991, when he began taking flying 

lessons, through 2006 when the manuscript was ready for the publisher. The original concept, 

however, is there in his notebooks from the mid-1980s, and these include notes incorporated from 

earlier material. This from 4 November 1984: 
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In a spaceship. A machine recites a very old thing, a replay of a very ancient tale 
from a bygone world. The computer gives out Greek, then Latin from that Greek, & 
then English from that Latin. It is the same Homeric passage which begins the 
previous song, the song this one has to take off from. At this time, there is no one to 
listen, the crew being asleep or in hibernation or away from the computer on some 
task or other. 
 
The text modulates from the ways of water to the ways of air & the ship becomes a 
plane in some explicit battle that can be recognized.  
 
The heroes/aces adjudicate the encounters, battles & feats of arms & hand out 
honors.  

 
and this, from February 1985: 

Opening: after all this time: arma virumque cano, still.   

and from November 1985: 

Perhaps AVIA. No etymology that I can see, but it is the code word that I use all the 
time. Avia/avian. And it links the plane to the bird. 

 
Tarn has never lacked for expansive vision and grand design. Avia was to be the middle 

volume of a trilogy. Volume One would present the “fore-flyers,” not only the Wright brothers but 

also the intrepid balloonists and early long-distance aviators who preceded Lindbergh. Volume 

Three would present the pilots who finally broke free of Earth’s constraints and sailed into deep 

space. Tarn’s papers include sections of a manuscript draft for Volume One, distilled from materials 

by and on the Wright brothers, as well as other fore-flyers, but, as he says, “Needless to say, I never 

got to space.”1 Nonetheless, trace elements from these other volumes can be found in Avia.  

In Section 9, “Postmortem Debrief,” the ghost of Lindberg addresses his wife, Anne, from 

the Valhalla of pilots, a place that feels bit like the bar of the Bull Hotel: 

Beloved, here I am, white—as it were a  
ghost. I am surrounded by my friends: 

we have a corner; we meet from time  
to time; live over ancient exploits. As 

you expect, great crowds: we few, 
                                                        
1 Conversation, 16 January 2018. 



“Nathaniel Tarn’s Avia,” by Elizabeth T. Gray, Jr. 
For Dispatches from the Poetry Wars, February 2019. 
Page 15 of 27 

 in my own time, now legion. (Av 268) 
 

The fore-flyers are here, among them the Wright brothers; Saint-Exupéry; Clemont Ader (1841-

1924), whose lightly-powered flying machine lifted off briefly in 1890; John Alcock (1892-1918) and 

Arthur Brown (1886-1948), Brits who flew from Newfoundland to Ireland in 1919; and “many fair 

women” including Amelia Earhart, Beryl Markham, and Amy Johnson (1903-1941), who flew solo 

from Croydon, England to Darwin, Australia in May, 1930. 

As for space, it enters in Section 8, “Space Lair, Germany.” In early 1943 Germany had 

begun the production of A4/V2 rockets at an army research center located on an island in the 

Baltic. After British air raids on the facility, production was moved to an underground site near 

Nordhausen. Slave labor from concentration camp Dora, a sub-camp of nearby Buchenwald, was 

used to build and staff the facility. While Lindbergh reiterates his original assumption, “…only in sky 

is hope, only in/that which man has never touched, which/God forbid, he never will,” in an echo of 

the chapter on the Battle of Stalingrad/Kursk he sees the origins of space flight fused with the 

horrors of the Holocaust: 

  This war, whoever 
“wins,” will sow the death of earth and we 
will not survive unless we move to space. 
Yet space was why this buried world was 
planned: we’ll rise out of this planet on the 
   death of millions. (Av 265) 

 

At the conclusion of Avia not only do we encounter unmanned drones, but the galaxy itself is 

transformed into a battlespace. In a final fusion of time and the Holocaust, Lindbergh wonders 

whether the highly-decorated Jewish German ace Wilhelm Frankl (1893-1917) was an extra-

terrestrial, the ultimate Other. “We could perhaps admit/him to our corner…” he says, his pilot-to-

pilot compliment tinged with his anti-semitism (Av 271). 

-- 
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PART TWO: 

Avia in Context 

“Avia was neither a turning point nor a detour.” 
 Nathaniel Tarn, email, 14 September 2017 

 

Distinctive threads wind their way through Tarn’s oeuvre: the great feminine beloveds and 

their myths (Eurydice, Persephone, The Shekinah), birds as models and messengers, the rise and ebb 

(of civilizations, of the natural world), and mankind’s endless capacity for destruction.  Elements of 

Avia can be found in the poetic works that preceded it and reappear in a long sequence that follows 

it. 

 

I. Pre-Avia Sightings 

    “Protoavia” for poems presaging this one? (“Narratives” especially.) 
      Tarn, Notebooks, 4 January 1986 
 

 Tarn’s poetic oeuvre is rich with birds. These are present in an early poem, “Projections for 

an Eagle Escaped in this City, March 1965.” As Avia will, the poem layers historical slaughters: the 

Book of Exodus, the wars of Rome, and the extermination and export of hummingbirds for 

Europe’s markets. It incorporates text fragments from elsewhere: The Bible, Dryden, Whitman, and 

Shakespeare. Thematically the eagle in the last section rhymes with Icarus, and also with Avia’s pilots 

who imagined that up in the high air they were somehow uninvolved in the carnage beneath them: 

…but for him in his air, 
in this crucible’s fire, a throne, a torch of spices— 
in the fan of his wings now, his resurrected voice, 
the assent of these palms, in this wind, peace 
 
nor shall there be slaves anymore. Peace. Selah. Poem. Amen.” (SP 18) 
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Those who thought the technical lexicon of Avia represented a new thread in Tarn’s work 

overlooked, perhaps, these lines referring to the 319 species of Apodiformes Trochilidae, 

hummingbirds: 

flight muscles forming 
some 25% of body weight, 
unique wingbone to shoulder swiveljoint 
permits wingplane adjustments in the air. 
55 wingbeats per second in hoverflight, 
75 w.p.s. in level flight. Courtship: 
(O s for U-loop love-buzz) 200 w.p.s. (SP 15) 

and 

…migrations of 
500 miles would call 
for subcutaneous fuel loads 
adding 50% to body weight 
before the Exodus. (SP 17) 
 

Here, embedded in Tarn’s early lyric, are the design and engineering specifications for these Spitfires 

and Messerschmitts of the bird world.2  

 If these hummingbirds prefigure the primary fighter aircraft introduced at the beginning of 

Avia (Av 38-40), “Protoavia: Narrative of the Pilots,” from Seeing America First (1989), introduces us 

to the pilots who are described and speak in its pages. Here, perhaps, are the survivors Tarn admired 

and interviewed. The speaker is in a garden, that recalls other times and gardens, and ponders the 

Great Questions: Is there “a life hereafter”? “Where are the other lives?/Where are the clouds 

moving to, among these mists?” The poem’s answer: “To the disaster of this life…” about which we 

are reminded by the widows, and the men: 

 
…the pilots are old now. Or aging. 
It is about 65 they must be mostly. Glancing 
distractedly at the flowers around them… 
…look[ing] around them for signs of another era. 

                                                        
2 Fixed-wing pilots would have to wait until 1989 for this kind of functionality, when aircraft like the Bell Boeing V-22 
Osprey gave them the hummingbird’s ability to both fly and hover. 
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There was a hangar there, I’m sure of it. At least 
three destroyed. Our mess began around here, where the 
landing strip should end. Ghost of a strip, overgrown 
with goldenrod and those inexorable roses. In that 
corner a heap of old machines. Among the metal, 
the new bunches would find bits of flesh, sometimes 
bits of flesh sheathed in clothing—a piece of foot 
in a boot, or finger inside a glove. And then, 
the call to scramble would come over loud and clear, 
we would race day and night for the planes… 
machines would lift one by one into the clouds, or 
sometimes they would all go up together in a beautiful 
semblance of ease that put the breath at peace and 
weight would slip by, speed would rush like a drug, 
we raced through the sky like commissioned angels. 
Until the metal at our snouts would explode 
into a flower of fire, devouring our whole being. 
And if we ever woke from this rebirth, well, the first 
sight we catch in the mirror, there we were: monsters. 

 (SAF 110-111) 
 

But, but, there’s this, pulling them aloft, again and again: 

 
  …but when, instead of falling, 
we will have hurled ourselves through fire and out 
sovereign high, afloat like gods, thus effortless, 
lords of our own possessed, unwidowed time, 
it might be said: he, she, gave up a while existence 
seeing that moment’s voice, straining to hear it. (SAF 112) 

 

As Icarus understood well, this call was not to be resisted.  

Having wondered as a boy whether he could have been a fighter pilot, in the early 1990s 

Tarn learned to fly. He went as far as to complete a solo flight on 28 July 1992, at age 64. The 17-

poem unpaginated chapbook Flying the Body (1993) describes the desire to fly “so life might be 

translated to/light and the light’s elation/for moment we are given in free air” (FB poem 1) escaping 

the ground “where jealous earth/waits with cold hands…/to snuff us out.” (FB poem 4) The poems 

describe the initial terror, the growing competency of learning how to control the plane, and the 

hubris that sets in with “the false pride of control” (FB poem 7) before an unexpected wind “which 
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has been skulking in the mountains/outs and throws punches at you…” (FB poem 7). Gradually 

“some particle of/ mastery moved in the blood” and 

….shyness lost 
as if sheer weight were now another dancer 

you helped to lift, sweep through the air, 
 her body coming closer, you undismayed, 
or not as much as you were shown to be 
 when she set eyes on you, in the beginning. (poem 10) 
 
 So gradual the ease arising… 

easing of body into body 
without a space between itself and it, 
 forgets to look fear in the face 
or feel, or think, or dream of it, 
 simply relaxes between the narrow confines 
and moves what can be moved, unconsciously. (FB poem 16) 
 

Here is the melding of man and machine, fact and thing, that characterizes the skill and intuition, the 

melding of mind, body, and plane, of fighter pilots on a three-dimensional battlefield. Here is a 

precursor to the fusion of lover and beloved, body to body, that characterizes Section III of Avia, 

“Whatever Pilot’s View: The Lady of the Spheres,” in which a Spitfire is not only a modern Shield of 

Achilles, but also 

the loveliest of manmade things… 
the very first machine  

that ever had a soul: you could have sworn it, 
each one of you—and could not bear to lose her… (Av 41-42) 
 

Like every pilot, Tarn had to come down to earth, to the airport in Santa Fe, to his instructor, who is 

delighted  

at having held him up 
 all that interminable time 
with wax and string 
 candor and patience. (“No Icarus,” RB 51) 
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Did Tarn continue to fly? No. He felt no need to pursue it further: “I knew what I wanted to know 

for Avia.”3 

 During the fifteen years he spent writing Avia, from 1992 until 2007, Tarn worked on other 

projects, publishing Architextures (2000), Recollections of Being (2004), and Ins & Outs of the Forest Rivers 

(2008). A section of the former, “ARC 38:92” from 1992 gives a glimpse of how his thinking about 

Avia had both maintained course and also evolved since his notebook entries of the mid-1980s: 

What then of those who climb out every day, as if their lives depended on that 
regularity? As if to fly were only repetition, day after day—as long as wrists could be 
kept supple, feet sharp at pedals—not fall, like an explosion, quartered by the sun, 
wax melted into blood distilled at the withering shoulders?... 
 
Put their days’ flights up end to end. They have gone out into the stars by then. 
Much farther than the stars in fact: out into space…beyond even the gods…. No 
report of them. No one to sing their deeds: no fellow-poet, musician, orator or 
priest. They fly unknown out there: no one has ever seen them backing out. How 
satisfied they are—but for themselves alone, as if fair fame no longer counted, epic 
dead! 
 
So she’s asleep…Calliope, that muse of epic song… asleep on airport benches, 
awaiting their return? She must make sense of them. Somehow, contrive to tell their 
tale, take down some details so she may weave a story, perhaps some pictures for the 
illustrations. Through the loud blaring litany of dates and times she sleeps: arrivals 
and departures, enplanings and deplanings—but gathers only…those vacant clouds. 
No record of those flights, save in the pilots’ minds and in their hearts bursting with 
pride. The art is saved, they think, the records set, signed and delivered by 
officialdom, branded into the canon once for all. There is no one to tell them no 
one’s heard of them. (Ar 63) 
 

Invoking Calliope, as Homer did, Tarn set out to tell their tale. The result was Avia. 

 

 

 

                                                        
3 Correspondence, 14 September 2017. 
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II. Post-Avia: Eurydice Flies a Yakovlev-1: The White Rose of Stalingrad 

 In 2007, the year Avia was finished, Tarn “significantly altered” his 1974 chapbook The 

Persephones.4 In the Preface he articulates clearly how he sees the intertwined nature of lyric poetry, 

the feminine divine, and Greek myth: 

Two divine female figures from Classical Greek myth are essentially the same figure. 
Persephone/Eurydice is a vegetation goddess. As Persephone she is taken 
underground into death by hades in Winter and allowed to move back up again alive 
in Spring. As Eurydice she also dies and revives but is married to the poet Orpheus. 
 To me, and other poets, she is the goddess of lyric poetry. A lyric poet works 
by shuttling back and forth from the depths where his/her work lives (the Opus to 
date) and the goal: a new poem to fit into the Opus “looking forward.” The goddess 
is in the depths. Orpheus can never forget her. But can he manage to retrieve her? 

   

 “The First Persephone,” which opens the volume, gives an account of Persephone’s abduction by 

Hades: 

Lying, face down, earth. 
Pressed down with hands at the back of the skull 
face into earth. 
Pressed down as if with the weight of wings 
a thing, winged, very heavy in the sky 
that wd. perhaps have crashed and been ready to be 
 taken into the earth. (Ps 1) 

 

Here is the same dread of being pulled down from the empyrean that we found in Flying the Body, 

earth’s dark resistance to the idea of flight. Here, although his name appears nowhere in the poem, is 

every pilot’s nightmare: a portrait of Icarus come down to earth.  

In the fourth section of Gondwana (2017) Tarn explicitly returns to Avia’s airspace. This time 

his wingman is Erato, the muse of erotic and love poetry. The long poem “Fighter Pilots (Eurydice, 

Senior Lieutenant, Rising in Re & To: Orpheus, Captain, Setting)” is an astonishing tour de force. 

                                                        
4 A very limited edition of the 1974 original chapbook was destroyed by fire, and a revised chapbook was published in 
2009 by Ninja Press, in Sherman Oaks, California. In 2016 the poems were published by Damiani, paired with Joan 
Myers’s full-color photographs of volcanic locations, historical gateways between earth and the underworld. 
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When asked to read selections from Gondwana, it’s the poem he always chooses.5 At its center, as its 

speaker, is Lidiya Vladimirovna Litvyak, Hero of the Soviet Union and the highest-scoring female 

ace in history, a tiny blonde beauty known as Lilya. 

 

Lidiya Vladimirovna Litvyak 
Hero of the Soviet Union 

 

The Russian chapters of Avia are Tarn’s favorite part of his book, and cover the air war over 

Stalingrad, the Kuban region, and the Kursk Salient in 1941-1943. While the other warring powers 

refused to let women pilots fly combat missions, the Soviet Union created squadrons of female 

fighter pilots. These were recruited by Marina Roskova, navigator on the first all-women flight from 

Moscow to Komsomolsk-on-Amur, a distance of 6,000 miles, in 1938. Lilya was one of Roskova’s 

most gifted fighter pilots. Her life and action in the skies over Ukraine are given a spotlight in Avia 

(Av 182-187). 

 In the spring of 1943 Lilya was based in the Donbass area of Ukraine. She had returned 

prematurely from convalescent leave in Moscow and begun again to fly in combat formation with 

Alexei Solomatin as her wingman. Losha—as he was affectionately known—was a high-scoring ace 

and already a Hero of the Soviet Union. He was in love with her. Perhaps she was in love with him. 

                                                        
5 Conversation, February 2018. 
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Perhaps she didn’t know she was. Perhaps she did. The facts of the relationship between them 

remain unclear and tinged with romantic myth. On 21 May Losha was killed in a training accident. 

“Fighter Pilots” is a monologue in ten sections spoken by Lilya as she sits at the edge of a 

forest near the air base in Donbass where she is stationed. In the preceding days she has lost her 

commanding officer and her best friend to enemy fire, as well as her beloved Losha. As the subtitle 

suggests, she is Eurydice speaking to Orpheus, but in this instance the roles are reversed: it is 

Orpheus who has died and, given her profession, she knows that she will be dead shortly. Time and 

space are compressed in a time of war. In the poem, language and syntax also. Here are the opening 

lines: 

 
 One day these talks with my dead husband will be written down and 
published. I will walk and talk with him every day she can. 
 
 Ghost in the forests near the battlefield. I imagine he is coming to fetch her. 
But he is the live one in the mind. 
 
 Perhaps I did not know I loved him until the day he died. 
 
 Pilot poet: not many of those. Sky mourning over Stalingrad. (G 69) 

 

The same constellation of figures appears in the third section: 

 This is where Losha crashed while teaching his student tight turns. 
 
 Her husband cannot fetch her again, I must stay down. He is singing to the 
animals and the animals lie quiet. 
 
 These very large leaves on which all is written—save her particular pain. 

(G 71) 
Is the poem we have a transcript of her talks with her husband?  Was he her husband or not? Is it 

she or Losha or the poet speaking? Is he who is coming to fetch her Orpheus or the poet? Is it 1943 

or 2018 or somewhere in between? The answer to all of these questions, and similar ones that arise 

throughout the sequence, is “yes.” 
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As the poem progresses the vista opens up, and it incorporates landscapes and incidents 

drawn from Tarn’s time in St. Petersburg, Kiev, and Novgorod; in Guatemala; and in Rangoon and 

Mandalay. The longing for, and ecstasy of, union with the Beloved, celebrated in Lyrics for the Bride of 

God (1975), are present throughout: 

 That we speak face to face is miracle enough, being nothing more than one 
completeness. (G 74) 
 
 There was no question of my even meeting myself on the path: she was 
immediately the self that all men recognized, marked out among all beings for love. 
(G 79) 

 

Here, also, is a reprise of the slaughters mankind has inflicted on itself and the planet, in which Lilya 
seems to refer to Tarn himself: 
 

 The killing still continues in Guatemala (where my young man once worked), 
Ukraine, Poland, Germany— 
 
 as it once continued in Guatemala, Cambodia, Burma (where my young man 
once worked), Biafra, Kurdistan— 
 
 as it still continues is Guatemala, Rwanda, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan. (G 75) 
 

 The final section braids not only the ventriloquist’s shifting personae, but also the strands that are 

present through Tarn’s oeuvre: nature, myth, birds, the sensual, the divine, and our bloody history. 

And also the story of the boy who wanted to fly: 

Oh that my heart knew music like hers and I could teach it to my fluttering 
mind to bring it into steady flight! 
 
 Overwhelmed—and drowned out entirely—by the luminosity. 
 
 And that I could finally land this aircraft on a manicured field. 
 
 Dead as well as alive he will never cease to be my husband.  Losha! 
 
 None other than those skylight nights of Petersburg ever produced 
conversations as intense as this. And I never cease to be wife. 
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 Which is how she flew, at the end, right into the mouth of her ultimatum. 
Three Niemyets fighters caught her among searchlights. 
 
 Like the birds at St. Lawrence Island, on the world’s other side, going round 
and round like the ghosts of the other dead— 
 
 (those who had not been fetched and would stay below, those who had never 
flown) 
 
 as if they were exiting a western star and entering into an eastern one before 
returning to the first. (G 80-81) 
 

On 1 August 1943 Lilya vanished into a cloud bank. Several pilots in her squadron had a last glimpse 

of her plane, pursued by a swarm of Messerschmitts. Not until 1979 were her remains discovered, 

near the village of Dmytrivka in eastern Ukraine, and Gorbachev bestowed on her the red star of the 

Hero of the Soviet Union. 

 “Fighter Pilots” is a love poem. Not only about Lilya and Losha, but also for the longed-for 

Beloved who can—if one gets the poem just right—speak, and be retrieved from occlusion and 

darkness. The Beloved who breathes nature into its greenness and beckons us into the pure blue of 

the empyrean. Here, in this late poem, Tarn blends not only all this, but also the pilots and aircraft 

that were at the center of his boyhood and its hopes.  
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Tarn & Spitfire  
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