Poetry City Marathon

Volume 1

The Book

of

The Stevens Family
Del, Milagros, 

Danny, Delbert, & Alexander

© Dave Morice, July 4, 2010

All Rights Revert to the Individual Authors

Published by Sackter House Media, Iowa City, IA
On a clear night, you can see for light years.

When you wake up in the morning,

you can read the dawn

and compare it to the dusk.

Today the sky above Iowa City
is cloudy with tiny droplets
gently blowing in the wind
and tapping my laptop with dots.
In front of the University
Main Library, Gordon sits

on a marble wall, camera

posed to video the beginning

of this poetry marathon.

I climb the brick steps

laptop in hand. A guy

reading a book nearby

gets up and leaves.

Gordon apologizes for

us scaring him away

I cross over the patio

to the North Entrance,
reach my hand out,
grab the door handle,
and pull once, twice,

three times. “Hey, this

door’s locked. I’m

supposed to start writing

today. What’s the deal?”

Joye yells to me, “It’s

the Fourth of July. The
library’s closed.” I slap

the top of my head.

“Of course! Now what?”

Gordon says, “Go sit on
the marble wall over there
and just start writing.”

I take my seat on

the wall, open the laptop,

and type the first line

of 10,000 pages.

The little drops of rain

gather on the keyboard

to watch. my progress.

“Read it,” says Joye.

I lift the laptop while

Joye snaps some photos.
I read the first line

“On a clear night…”

When I finish, I
wipe off the rain dots

and close the computer:

Let the marathon begin!
Later, in the car, Joye

discovers that the video

doesn’t have any sound

to go with the action.

We had planned this

dramatic entrance

knowing that the door

would be locked,
but fate stepped in
and gave us a silent movie

instead. Joye says,

“Take a photo, or

have someone take

a photo of you

every day that

you’re writing. I’ll

use them for the icons

on the website.
“No,” I say, as we

head back to the car,

“I’ve got all those

photos from previous

marathons, and photos

of the world’s tallest

tophat, and the painted

car, and—”  Gordon

says, “People will want

to see you as you are

in the present. You’re writing

now, not in the past.”

We go to Hamburg Inn

for sweet potato pancakes.




* * *



a picture I first saw



in the summer of 1969



when I came up here to



be in the Writer’s Workshop:


I got off the Greyhound



downtown and crossed



the street by First National



Bank the air was so pure



and clean and fresh like



the girl who was crossing



the other way who passed



me and said, “Hi.”

I did a double-take.



In St Louis

where I


come from



you don’t say “Hi”


to strangers, unless



you know them,

but then


they aren’t



strangers.
Moving to Iowa City from St Louis,
I felt like I’d found Poetry City.

I'm writing about a real town,

Iowa City,

that I called Poetry City,
because that's what it was to me.
No, I take that back,

I’m writing so I can get back

to Poetry City, to the days

of the Writers Workshop,

of Joyce Holland,

of Actualism,

of marathon writing,

of the Poetry Class for People Over 60,

of Writers in the Schools Programs,
of writing in ways I’d never written before.

I’m writing so I can feel

what it felt like

to be writing in public

with the pressure of time

and language

and people suggesting words to use

and the mystery of not knowing

whether what I’m doing is even possible.

Can I write a poem for 24 hours?

Can I write a poem for ten hours blindfolded?

Can I write a poem across the Delaware River?

Can I write a poem off the top of the Jefferson Building?

That poem was dangerous.

Can I write a poem underwater?

Can I write a poem on a roller coaster?

Can I write a poem on a space shuttle?

I haven’t done those three yet.

In Iowa City, 1970,

writing reams of poetry

in attics half dark

or in apartments with a typerwriter

sitting on a hassock

in the middle of the room,

a poet banging
the drum of language.

In St Louis if I said "I'm a poet" to a girlfriend,

she'd go, "Wow, that's great,

can I see some of your poems?"

In Iowa City if I said "I'm a poet" to a girlfriend,

she'd go, "I am too,

and so is my roommate

and her boyfriend.

And her dog."

At Court Street,

I wrote as much as I wanted,

whether it was good or bad,

acceptable or unacceptable,

clean or dirty,

funny or serious,

sensical or nonsensical.

I wanted to find out

as much as I could about poetry.

The dream of a mouse

is to own the house that it lives in

Today
I have

no mice

I do have

some bats

in the attic

and maybe

some squirrels

too




The darkness up there





is lit by a bulb






that turns on







with the flick








of a switch






The attic is filled with





boxes of poetry






and the bats







and the squirrels






feast on those poems




and the boxes.



* * *
In the seventies,






so many writers

were creating so many poems






in so many ways.

We were supposed to






find our “style.”

I thought of myself as an explorer.

I was looking for many styles,

not a single style.

I lived at 214 E. Court Street,

which was torn down

in the get-rich quick days

of Urban Renewal,

which demolished a beautiful town

of old shops of all sorts,

including the Hippie Mall,

Donnelly’s Bar,

the Deadwood,

Epstein’s Bookstore.




* * *

Oh, I’m sorry, we haven’t been introduced


Maybe we have


In any case, this is a formal poem


And I will introduce myself


In a formal way

My name is David

My middle name is Jennings

My confirmation name is Patrick

My last name is Morice

Count the letters in my name


Now it’s your turn


to introduce yourself
Your name is ________

Your middle name is _________

Your third name, if any, is _________

Your last name is _________




Okay, on with the 10,000-page poem!


What do I write about?

Hmm?



I think I’ve run out of ideas.

It looks like

I’ll have to

improvise



This is now




Iowa City





2010

Oh, yes, I was telling you about

the Court St. house






where Joe Ribar







and I lived,






where Chuck Miller







and I lived,






where Allan Kornblum







and Cinda Wormley








and I lived.


       It was an Actualist pad.

In the middle

of the room

was a typewriter                      just waiting for



anyone to sit down and type





one night I typed 40 poems in a couple of hours

on that very typewriter

                   Al Buck came over

and asked me what I was

doing

                       I told him that I just knocked off 40 poems

and that if I could do 40 at one sitting



I could do 1,000 at a sitting

but that would be a lonely quest.
One afternoon long ago in Poetry City



I wrote a love limerick


to Michelle Kulefsky



while we sat on the bank of the Iowa River


I inscribed it on a dandelion leaf



with a ball-point pen
                               The sky has so many clouds

how does it keep track of them all?

                       Perhaps there is a Sky Counter

sitting somewhere

            taking photos

                         like the man in the 19th century

who made a large photo album


of cloud pictures

                    
 He categorized them into hundreds of types





based simply on their shapes






not on their lightning, thunder, rain

When the airplane was invented

clouds took on a new meaning

The floor of the earth

was no longer the limit of a person’s ability
to reach a cloud




fogs



preceded

cloud-touching


* * *

The first three

poetry marathons,



a trilogy of sorts,




took place at



the legendary




Eptsein’s Book Store,




the first great literary






bookstore in Iowa City





(to be followed




years later



by the legendary


Prairie Lights Books)




* * *






Who wants to understand the poem





Must go to the land of poetry;





Who wishes to understand the poet





Must go to the poet's land.






Johann Wolfgang von Goethe






—motto, 1819



* * *

I’ve written poetry and illustrated it ever since I was 6 years old.

I’ve written poetry marathons ever since I was 23 years old.

I’ve never written a poem of 100 volumes with 100 pages in each.

Until this marathon, I followed a specific set of rules.

Still, the concept of a poetry marathon baffled me.

There was no guidebook to tell me what to do,

So I wrote about it to myself several times.
I was brainstorming on paper. In one notebook,

I scribbled 45 entries in an attempt to figure it all out.

POETRY MARATHONS

A selection of notes written in April, 1979, in a small, red book.

1. The marathon poem is written over a continuous period of time.

2. The marathon poem is left in its original version.  It is not rewritten afterwards, although it may be changed during the writing.

3. The marathon poem is created spontaneously.  It is a literary improvisation.

4. The marathon poem is produced with materials to suit the occasion.  The writing implements may be pen, marker, spray paint, typewriter, etc.  The writing surface may be paper, asphalt, etc.

5. The marathon poem is inspired by the writer’s response to the activity going on at the time, either external or internal.

6. The marathon poem is a display of the process as well as the product of writing.

7. The marathon poem is an extreme version of the usual process of writing.  It alters the normal boundaries of poetry in order to explore different aspects of the written word.

8. The marathon poem occurs within two poles of activity:  endurance and performance.  Depending on the individual writing, it tends toward one pole more than the other.

9. The marathon poem is a dialog between the writer and the viewers.

10. The marathon poem is a unique occurrence in time and space.

11. The marathon poem is written in public for people to witness the process of writing as well as the product.

12. The marathon poem is one possible end point of written tradition.

13. The marathon poem follows a pre-determined set of rules governing the time-period, the environment, the literary goal, the viewers, the occasion, the location, the writing materials, and any other factors that are known ahead of time which might apply to the situation.

14. The marathon poem is not written in advance, though vague thematic ideas may emerge during the planning stage.

15. The marathon poem is a psychological as well as literary exploration.  The resulting work is a chart of the written thoughts produced in response to the unique situation.

16. The marathon poem is a series of words emerging from the writer’s consciousness.

17. The marathon poem is automatic writing, in the sense that it becomes a flow of thought responding to thought.

18. The marathon poem is not automatic writing, in the sense that it involves choice of several different possibilities of thought at each given moment.

19. The marathon poem is not an arbitrary set of words resulting from a specific experience.  It is written, like most poetry, with the intention of being a poetic work as defined by the writer’s current concepts.

20. The marathon poem is a distortion of highly traditional norms.  Thus, it is at the very least a traditional form.

21. The marathon poem operates between the tension that the poetry experiences in the writing and the interruptions.

22. The marathon poem always contains “the best words in the best order at the moment.”  The content (enclosed in space and time) is an unalterable experience of the form.

23. The marathon poem is flexible enough to adjust its form to any unforeseen circumstances which in turn become a part of the activity.

24. The marathon poem involves the viewers in a performance.

25. The marathon poem is linear writing of linear thinking.

26. The marathon poem is complete when it is being written, since the process and the product are then one and the same.

27. The marathon poem is incomplete when it is finished, since the product is no longer an active part of the process.

28. The marathon poem has one main literary purpose:  To achieve its goal in time.

29. The marathon poem varies in its literary merit.  According to each viewer’s opinion, parts of the results are “good” and parts are “bad.”

30. The marathon poem varies in its literary content.  Depending on the length and scope of the writing, the themes develop, continue, and conclude at different stages of completion.

31. The marathon poem is created in a space that allows anyone to freely view the writing.  Sometimes the viewers attend with the intention of watching, and sometimes they happen upon the scene.

32. The marathon poem is a multimedia event which can include in its domain the following:

1) theater, since it involves the process of writing as performance

2) graphics, since it involves the visual layout of words

3) sculpture, since it involves the physical aspect of the poet-writing-a-poem

4) sports, since it involves the gymnastics of writing

5) games, since it involves the play-of-word interaction between viewers and writer

33. The marathon poem encourages the viewer to suggest words and ideas.

34. The marathon poem is written by one person who chooses what to write.

35. The marathon poem is indirectly written by others who purposely or accidentally might say lines that could be included in the poem by choice of the writer.

36. The marathon poem is documented through tape-recordings, vide-tape, movie film, slides, photographs, posters, buttons, pencils, news articles, programs, booklets, etc., and most directly by the resulting poem.

37. The marathon poem is a self-contained event, though it may be performed in conjunction with other activities.  It may be the only event at a place, or it may be one of many events at a festival.

38. The marathon poem is written for many reasons, among which are:



The challenge



The pleasure



The performance



The response



The discovery



The interaction



The experience



The results

39. The marathon poem involves persons who aren’t usually interested in poetry.

40. The marathon poem uses all forms of poetry by either repeating the form for many writings, or by distorting it, or by presenting it in an unusual way.

41. The marathon poem sustains the writer’s interest at different levels during different moments of the process.

42. The marathon poem seeks its own level of meaning.

43. The marathon poem focuses on the physical aspects of writing.

44. The marathon poem explores an endless variety of possible forms.

45. The marathon poem is both temporary and permanent.  Temporary, because it occurs for the moment.  Permanent, because the words are frozen after the moment of writing.
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* * *

This poetry marathon,

the one that you’re reading now,

follows a different set of rules


It has a different purpose



It can be viewed


on the web

It has a greater length


10,000 pages



If the pages were placed




end to end toward the sky





It would be almost






100 times taller







than the Jefferson Building,

where I



spent a day




writing a p;oem





that unrolled over






the edge







of the roof








till reaching









the ground









104 feet below.

With 10,000 pages




forming a single book,

the rules of writing

change drastically





Instead of referring





to a specific marathon,





instead of quoting



a section of it,





I can place




the complete text





into this marathon








Most of the previous








marathons,








especially the long ones,








have been hiding





with the bats in my attic








for 25 years or more




along with thousands




of other poems,




parodies, rhymes,







nonsense verse,



experimental writing,




wordplay, concrete




poetry…


I thought they would





never see the light





of the printed page




The Poetry City





Marathon is so





humongous that it




takes all the words





I can dish out





to make a gigantic





work








I have had








a strange literary life








My words have always







taken many directions











I have








no single








style



My poems are puzzle pieces



that, if they were put together,



would show the image



that’s printed on the box







the puzzle came in



but I don’t have that box



I don’t think it exists







So I’m going








to make up








a box.







a 10,000-page box





They don’t sell them








at K-Mart








or Hy-Vee


and hope


that the poems




fit together


to make the picture


that would’ve been

‘
on the box






In previous marathons






I wrote alone






as if I were trying






to get in the Guinness









Book of Records






In fact I sent to






the company a few times






but they don’t






want literary feats






they prefer






people who can






stick the most






pickles up their nose






in a minute




This marathon poem



will include




other people in it






Collaborators




on certain days




will write along




with me
Or write

their own poems
Everyone

is a part of



our very own City of Literature

Everyone

can take a ride

on the rollercoaster

of words that

this marathon

will become








Or will it






be a ferris wheel








turning and turning








in the widening gyre?



Or a merry-go-round



with fancy painted horses



going up and down






and around and around

It will be

an Adventureland


of language
with no boundaries









The page itself









will join the wild dance









of words









as they spin and fly






over the invisible









poem that









covers








the dance floor

‘







of the blank page




until the writer






splashes the alphabet



with its water



of creativity




on the surface




of many shapes







to read







to write







to look at







to think about







to interpret







to talk about







to work with






to play with







to









well, just to…

Wallace Stevens said, “Poetry is a kind of money.”

I have no idea what kind he was talking about

A million poems

A million bucks

Is there a poetry bank to keep it in

Yes, it’s called an attic, as I’ve mentioned

And the tellers are bats, as I’ve mentioned

They are very well dressed bats

One flew past my head one night

Touching my left ear with its right wing

And one flew over the cuckoo’s nest

I like bats. I used to go spelunking

Bats are great spelunkers

Bats are great poets, too

If you listen carefully to their screeches

You learn about their secret literary lives

Bats write poems on stalagtites and stalagmites

They improvise



They write marathon poems





in their sleep

The bats in my attic



are writing their own version





of “Paradise Lost” right now




Bats



are night creatures




like




me



I write



at night





I write





all night

because this is

Iowa City

which was

Poetry City

in the seventies

for me
Poetry was

as common

as the blue sky

is blue





I wrote about it





everyday of the week





on every kind of paper





I could find

One beautiful day

I sat down at the mini-park

which has since become

the ped mall




The day was so perfect




A perfect Sunday




And the city was so perfect




That day




That I sat in




That bench in




That mini-park




That helped me write





THE CITY ON SUNDAY





Here it is: The city





out for a stroll on Sunday,





hundreds of people zig-zagging





down the block, talking, singing,





swinging from the buildings.





It’s all alive today,





in the ninety degrees of heat





melting the ice cream cones





from Baskin-Robbins across the street.





I’m seeing everything happening





as far as I’m able, with only two eyes





and one magic marker, outside





with the air so blue, the day so clear.





What a way to watch!





Sitting on a green bench





at the corner park, whose dirty bricks





and cigarette butts tremble





when the trucks go rumbling by.





O City, I want to touch you,





to be you, because you are the height





of American life, a microcosmic vision





whose flag unfurls to reveal





the people smoking, drinking,





getting stoned, and loving living.





I’m an American, like you, City,





I can’t avoid or deny it,





just like I’m an earthling





with certain capacities to see myself





in mirrors of my own making.





My flag is this, the page.





It ain’t the red, white, and blue cloth





that blows in the Courthouse wind.





It ain’t the green flag of ecology





or the black flag of anarchy, either.





It’s the white flag of words





that speaks for itself, that laughs or cries





about the grey flag of streets





full of dirt, tiremarks, chewing gum,





beer cans, gravel, glass,





and all the beautiful, ugly waste





of the people who decorate it every day.





O City, City, City!





You overwhelm me with your—





how can I even say





what it is, because it’s





greater than the totality





of your fantastic shapes & colors.





Sitting here, I can read





your billion names in the windows,





the doors, the signs:





Morgan Optical, Cook Paint, Lind’s





Frame-Up, Sweeting’s Florist, Four Seasons,





Cards Et Cetera, Christian Science





Reading Room, World Radio—all





are you, the City, this City,





which is every American City, and more.





The sky above isn’t your roof,





nor the stars, but the sky





is a start, from the point of view





that I take, gazing up.





The Jefferson Building, your tallest





architectural triumph, soars





more than eight stories into the air,





where it touches the edge of outer space.





Once I wanted to write a poem





off the top of the Jefferson Building.





I asked the owners if I could do it,





but they said no, it would be





too dangerous and would violate





the law of gravity. Still, whenever I





pass the Jefferson Building, I look up





and see a typewriter





balanced on the edge of the roof





and a long sheet of paper





inching its way down—





an epic taller than you, City,





who are taller than reality





in so many ways.





O City, I could spend my life





on this park bench, writing





about you, because there are so





infinitely many of you, and





each of you is so infinite





that every line can only be





a new beginning. I could talk about





your booze, your cars, your dope,





your men and women,





your lovers, your fighters,





your friends and foes, your





city slickers and country bumpkins;





your revolution—oh what a day





you’ve had in your day!





I’ll speak about you over and over,





because I am you, My City,





but now, because you and I are here,





I’m getting up from this park bench





and I’m going to take a walk in you.

A few weeks after


I wrote that poem

There was a festival


Downtown

In the mini-park.





I was scheduled






To read at noon,





Followed by






Two other poets.





For a half-hour






Before me,





A rock band






Of mediocre quality





Played their songs






To a crowd that had gathered





Because music was in the air.






Quality wasn’t a factor.








At noon,









The band packed up








Their instruments.









The lead singer said,








“Thank you, everyone.








Now some poets








Are going to read,









But don’t go away.








We’ll be back at one.”

Some poets

but don’t go away

Are going to read
but don’t go away
We’ll be back at one.

but don’t go away




The crowd started




to drift away.





I went up to the mic





and asked the woman





in charge of it





how to turn up





the volume.





“Here, this knob





controls the sound.”





As she walked away,





I turned up the sound





full-blast. I grabbed





the mic by its neck.





I screamed out





the words of





“The City on Sunday”
Here it is: The city

out for a stroll on Sunday,

hundreds of people zig-zagging

down the block, talking, singing,

swinging from the buildings.

It’s all alive today,
The sound echoed off the buildings

and shook the sidewalks.
The people milling away

Came milling back.

O City, I want to touch you,

to be you, because you are the height

of American life,

The more I read, the louder I got.

People seemed to be transfixed,

Shocked at the loudness.

It wasn’t a band playing.

It was a poet reading

Louder than the band

that just left.

Even the band members

Stopped at the corner

To see what was happening.

O City, City, City!

You overwhelm me with your—

how can I even say

what it is,

I was angry, but my voice

Was angrier, thanks to

the high-volume of the mic.

I could talk about

your booze, your cars, your dope,

your men and women,

your lovers, your fighters,

your friends and foes, your

city slickers and country bumpkins;

your revolution—
It felt good!
It felt so good

to shake the people up

with the loudest poetry reading

that ever happened

in the history

of Iowa City.

I am you, My City,
I reached a crescendo

with those words.

I lowered my voice

only a little

as I read

the final

line.

and I’m going to take a walk in you.

As the crowd applauded,
the woman in charge

of the mike

rushed over

and said, “We’re

going to have to

turn that down, sir.”

I said, “That’s okay.

The poem’s over.”

The next day I went to the bank across the street

My favorite teller, Marge Hadys, said,

“Was that you in the mini-park yesterday?”

“Yeah, could you hear my poem?”

“Hear it? I thought it was someone trying to start a revolution!”

We both laughed as she cashed my check.





* * *


In 1975 I wrote a poem,




a marathon poem,



during




a sculpture festival


I wore my alphabet tophat, shirt, pants, and shoes



And I used my alphabet cane to write on




a roll of paper that was taped around





a city block




Dubuque, Iowa, Clinton, and Washington


Joyce Holland was there



Duck’s Breath Mystery Theater was, too




As was Howie Weinberg





As were the Sugar Plum Fairies






As were the Girlscouts

It was

a festive

moment





The marathon was called





Poem Wrapping a City Block





The finished poem was titled






“Poetry City, U.S.A.”



Of the 60 public writings



that I’ve performed



that one stands out




because it wrapped




businesses




and people




in a poem






It was a






beautiful






gorgeous






wonderful






terrific






lovely






handsome






fantastic






day of days.

It was the day

I went

to Poetry City






But it was also






the day






I came back

I came back

to Iowa City

with an alphabet hatful

of memories

of the most shining literary day

of my life






I will take the memories







and pour  them out






on the computer screen







for a little while





call up the vivid images






that I keep in the vivid image box







in my heart








and tell you









some highlights










of that day

sponsored by the University of Iowa


after the Art Museum



had bought a few sculptures




for $150,000 or so

When I asked

about doing the marathon,

I told the curator

that it would be

a word sculpture

involving 45 businesses.


She said, “You’ll have


to get permission from


all 45 of them.”

Most of the businesses


knew of previous poetry marathons



that I’d done.




I made up a permission form





to give to them

At that time

I worked at the UI

Office of Public Information

as a typesetter


Kathy, a co-worker,



volunteered to go with me




to the businesses.

We went to each

and requested

that they allow me

to tape a paper

across the storefront

for just that day.

I promised there’d be

no problem with

entering and exiting.

I’d slice the paper

so that the doors

would open

smoothly.



Two businesses declined



the opportunity to be



part of the marathon—



Domby’s Booth Shop



and Burger Palace





I went the next day





to Burger Palace





and said, “43 businesses





gave permission. Your





business and one other





are the only two





who said no.




If I can get




the other one




to say yes,




your business




will be the only one




left out of the festival.”

To that



the manager replied,





“If you can get the other business







to say yes,





then I suppose



we will do it

too.”



I went to the other business,

Domby’s Boot Shop,


and said to the manager,



“Your business



and one other



are the only two



who won’t let



your storefront



be covered with



paper crossing it.






If I can get the






other business






to say yes,






will you give






the okay, too?”

And the manager agreed

to give permission

if the other gave permission

too.




I went to Burger Palace





and said to the manager,




“The other place





said they’ll give permission.




It’s your turn to sign on.”

The woman signed on.

She had a copy of the agreement

and I had a copy.




I went to Domby’s Boot Shop





and said to the manager,




“the other place





gave permission. Here’s




their permission sheet.





And here’s a permission sheet




that you can sign.”

The woman signed on.

The deal was done.

The marathon

Was definitely on.

That poetry marathon

started at noon

in Lind’s Art Supply,


the same location


that Prairie Lights Bookstore


now occupies



I lived above




the Englert Theater



I felt like I stood out




I felt funny and nervous





as I walked to Lind’s






dressed as Dr. Alphabet




I’d worn the costume before




on three occasions





But I didn’t have to





walk





don’t remember having to





walk





down the street





like everyone else





except everyone else





was dressed normally

I pretended


I was normally dressed too



And I walked into Lind’s Art Supply




I wasn’t walking alone




in an alphabet outfit




Joyce Holland




was with me




She was carrying




a flag




that I’d made





with the alphabet





on it




We must’ve looked like ambassadors




from another country



We were ambassadors




from the land of poetry







A few minutes before noon
About 80 to 90 people


had gathered outside



waiting to see what




was transpiring





inside



I had brought with me



a bag of Scrabble tiles



that I’d signed “Dr. Alphabet”



I had another bag



full of wooden nickels



that said



“Dr. Alphabet writes again”



on one side



“October Marathon”



on the other







and I had matchbooks







with a tophat, gloves,







and a cane







printed on them







with “Poetry City, U.S.A.”







on the other side







souvenirs of







a perfect day for an outdoor poem.
12:00

the whistle blew.
Joyce Holland

in an alphabet dress

that she’d found on sale

Joyce, a beautiful muse,

picks up the alphabet flag

goes out the front door

and bravely stands before

the crowd







Silence falls







Joyce raises the flag


and unfurls it




and begins to sing




the Alphabet Song




“A, B, C, D, E, F, G…”




as she waves the flag




as proudly as a D.A.R. member




waves the American Flag




The crowed joins her in singing




“…W, and X, Y, Z.”

Joyce announces, “Ladies and Gentlemen,




here is Dr. Alphabet!”


I step out the door


Secretly gulp


And throw the Scrabble tiles


To the crowd



And then throw



the wooden nickels



to the crowd




And then throw




the matchbooks




to the crowd





Souvenirs galore





for this poetic adventure





this trip





to Poetry City


Assistants were taping the paper


to the 45 storefronts


I started writing



Duck’s Breath Mystery Theater



the first of numerous “Sidewalk Sideshows”



began their performance



featuring large cut-out letters




I wrote with my cane




Joyce wrote my words




in smaller form




in a notebook





My mother Lillian





and my sister Jeannie





were a part of the steady crew





that accompanied Joyce and me





around the block






Paul Ingram






went with us






and used a tape recorder






to do person-on-the-street






interviews







And another guy







named Orville







who worked at







Epstein’s Book Store







followed a few steps







behind me







trying to be unnoticed







by everyone





On the previous day





he had told me





he was afraid that





someone might attack me





during the poetry writing





and he offered his services





as my personal bodyguard





In exchange all he wanted





was a six-pack





of Budweiser





I bought him a six pack





of Falstaff






(He drank it






the previous night






and not during






the marathon)


The idea of being attacked



while writing a marathon




had never occurred to me






I hired Orville






as a favor






and I forgot






about his duty






which he took seriously



At one point


about mid-way down the second of the four sides of the block



two girls came running around the corner




from the third side





of the block

“Dr. Alphabet! Someone’s tearing your

poem off the wall. Someone’s tearing your

paper off the wall.”





Orville could barely conceal





his excitement





“Come on, Orville,” I said,





Let’s see what’s happening!”


A lot of people



followed us as we




marched down the street



                       and turned the corner



                and saw the villain

                               ripping the paper

                          which didn’t have

                                a word on it yet

                                        ripping the paper

                                                off the wall and

                                              letting it trail

                                          down the sidewalk

                                      as if he were

                                           the Pied Piper  

                                                       of wide paper




Orville said, “I’ll take care of this!”




The Des Moines Register reporter




The Press-Citizen reporter




and The Daily Iowan reporter




were snapping pictures of the man





The nefarious villain





The potential poem-destroyer





The crazed paper-ripper




was at least 80 years old






As he threw the shreds






to the ground, he shouted:






“This is a bunch of bullshit!






This is a bunch of bullshit!”


Later he was quoted


in the Register as saying


“This is a bunch of B.S.!”









He had spent the night









in the Airliner bar









As he left the place



he was baffled by



the strip of paper



across the door



So he went bonkers



And tore away





Orville said, “I’ll get that bastard.”





Orville was about 50 years old





Alcohol had taken its toll on his





body, but his mind ignored





the ravages of time



I said, “Don’t punch him or anything, Orville.”



Orville said, “I won’t. I’ll scare him away.”



He went over to the senior vandal



and had words with him.




“If you don’t stop




pulling this paper




off the buildings




I’m gonna




kick your ass.




Now get the hell out of here!”


The old man



wearing beat up clothes




and looking like a ruffled owl





snorted






turned his back on Orville






and shuffled down the street






without touching another






inch of the paper.

And Orville

Well Orville

was pleased

as punch




He’d not only created a job




He’d correctly anticipated




the necessity of it




He began picking up the paper




The two girls joined him




And others helped




Tape it back up


We went back



to where we’d left off




on the poem


After I wrote twenty or more feet



The Sugar Plum Fairies



turned on a tape recorder



and started doing a line dance



in front of the Best Steak House




After I wrote a few more feet




a girl scout troop arrived




from one of the schools




arrived with questions




about the marathon





Their teachers





brought them over





to where I was writing






Meanwhile






Paul Ingram






was continuing






his interviews



Students from



the senior citizens’


poetry class



that I taught



(sponsored by



the Iowa Arts Council)



popped up now and then




Alice Gratke




met my mom and Jeannie




and whisked them away





Later, near the end




of the marathon





my mom





and Jeannie returned






“That Alice Gratke,” she said. “I’m






so mad. She took us to her house






and wouln’t stop talking






and didn’t listen






when I said we wanted to go back






and so we missed






most of the marathon.”


That was the big disappointment of the day



They came from St Louis




to Poetry City





and didn’t get to






stay

The action


continued around the block



with other performers




lots of musicans in particular





lone wolf musicians




people didn’t have to be



invited it was


an open festival type of event


The last time I wore



the complete Dr. Alphabet outfit




was that day in October,





which lingers like an ongoing






sun lighting the town







called Poetry City


It was the ultimate,


or so


I thought.

The marathon days


are the best days of my literary life,



and the Poem Wrapping a City Block




is the best of the best.



* * *
Workshop exercises were short and easy,
and students were encouraged

to write a poem out of class

for the weekly worksheets.

I wanted more exercises,

whether they resulted in poems

or not, so I made up my own.

I lived in an attic

with an old typewriter

and a young cat

I started a line with the same words

Then took each line in a different direction

Like this

The fresh banana crossed the railroad yard for a drink of oil

The fresh banana came to town with an apple in its hand

The fresh banana liked everyone in the whole world

The fresh banana, like a steam roller without steam
The fresh banana, like a giant warthog climbing chimneys

The fresh banana, like a squid whose legs wore boots
The fresh banana in a sourdough bread stick flinging mud

The fresh banana in a time of cornflake dreams

The fresh banana was just the person I wanted to see

I bought reams





of white

paper



and typed







poems for hours,

creating epics


that jumped





from one thought



to another,




often unrelated.

I changed



to paper




of different colors,


thinking that the color

would affect



the poem.

I wrote 40 minimal poems,




of two to five words


in a column,





on a single page.

I wrote


because



I was discovering




language


much more




than ever before


back home in St. Louis





before becoming an official workshop poet.

I carried




a ream of paper with me
and whenever




I found


a typewriter




in an office





or in a friend’s house,



I typed a few pages

of verse.


I began



to think




that all the different

elements that



went into the writing process


affected the results.



Color of paper,

kind of typewriter,



the environment itself,

the people around me,



or my home with no one in it

became important



parts of the writing.





* * *

These pages are










very big

                           as you can see why

there’s a woman walking down Dubuque Street
          she’s looking for something to eat

and drink

                        it won’t be hard for her

               to find something to drink

at a bar

               in a car

wherever she

                       likes to go

where

  I remember yes, I do

when

now
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nitials

                so we strolled downtown

                and suddenly a space ship landed


and took us to the Mall of the Universe




and they





they wrote






 wrote poems







     poems in








    their








own






w a y s

When you write 10,000 pages, you’ve got to go beyond the world

and borrow things from aliens who land here and whisper

“Write a poem that doesn’t have any vowels in it.”

I ask “Why?”

They reply, “We hate vowels.”

Vowel hatred is

not common on

earth.



* * *




I’m going to make it




all the way to




Poetry City

But it’s going

to be

a

real challenge




Challenge







CHALLENGE


An epic of a poem



because it’s so




long

And there is

the possibility



lurking






behind








every











letter


that I won’t make it

I’ve always

made previous

marathon poems

But not always

other deadlines



To start an epic poem




one needs an invocation





to the Muse

I’ll borrow one

from myself




When I was in






high school, I wrote

an epic poem


called “The Idiot and the Oddity”

about a Leprechaun

named Scratch O’Flattery

it began

with the Invocation to the Muse:



I sing, O Muse, of a story I know



Of a Leprechaun boy just three inches low.



Grant me the words, O Gods of Green,



Sharpen my memory every so keen



Help me recall that tale of old



Of wars that were fought over Leprechaun gold



Of a Leprechaun seeking to find a lost ring



Who gained for himself the title of “King”



And found in the end a wife to match,



So to tell the whole story, I’ll start from scratch.





and there you have it




a Leprechaun



on a quest

I don’t have to

write another invocation

That one tells all




I think




I’ll write




a bit of nonsense




to warm up




sort of the stream of consciousness type of nonsense:










Break town










of mud










came for 










going out










three tree










time

Let’s quickly

bereft of

can’t by the

stove story

niche

has without










Today wasps










can’t verify










tubs of










buttonhole










arrangements

mad out

in the farmtime

wiggle of

cows

horses

hey

hey

that ain’t



* * *




Let’s write a poem




but what kind?

We

want to

write a poem

that has one extra

word for each line that

is typed until we decide to

turn around and go the other way

but we’re not going to do that just quite

yet because we want to reach oh I’d say ten

lines and then we go back down the steps

and return to the place where we began

which gets short and here is each step

the way it works we have thirteen

steps but we don’t need the

last three so we decide it

is just as easy to go

back down to the

final step the

very final

step

                               look

                                      sand is the hypnotic element

A thousand pianos echo in the Alps

the sound

that keeps our lids








This time








The board








A shoe








As we see

I have lost my

inner poetic coherency

excuse me

I will

shut

the door

It’s time to

let this last piece

of paper

flutter

to 

the ground

as it serves

as a way

for me

to know

how long

such a

marathon

would

take

to

do.

Turn the page

and you find

another page




but will it




have the same




words on it


The blank page is the ultimate poem.


It sits in front of the writer, waiting


to lose its identity in exchange for


a bunch of words, maybe a few


maybe a lot, maybe a poem


maybe not



But the invisible poem of the page



is still there, peeking out from



the curves and lines of the letters



of the alphabet





I remember learning





how to write





in school





The teacher asked us





to make certain squiggles





across the page





Once we’d become





squiggle-masters,





we moved on to





the letter a, and





learned how to





make it






Then b






Then c

I met a woman

who didn’t know

how many letters

are in the alphabet

She tried

to count them

by reciting

them,

but she couldn’t

remember

the correct

alphabetical

order.

She worked

for the post office.

There is a country

called Fhra

where they have

32 letters

in their alphabet

Perhaps I

should mail

her a copy.

The country of Fhra

is located somewhere

in a dimension just

to the left of ours.

Their alphabet

is called the peztaqueet

because of its

first two letters.

When the children

learn it by heart,

they receive

a tasty book

in order to

satisfy their

hunger for

knowledge.





THE PEZTAQUEET: AN ALPHABET SONG




Pezta, queeta, fonj, and vrall,




Listen to me sing it all.





Terga, squerga, haw, and zroo,




Now I’m half of half-way through.





Zekka, portav, mozo, qwelp,




I don’t need a bit of help.





Dilma, jamma, vipplecrast,




Now I’m half-way through at last.





Stinvo, crarf,




Veeb, weeb, sneeple,




Weerz and plarf,




Quabz, fabz, teeple.




Then comes reerow, joz, and hrend,




Now I’m almost at the end.





Thirple, quoofquoof, grinkabock,




Last of all is tinkatock.




There! I’ve said my peztaqueet.





Now I want a book to eat.





(Also appears in Volume 34)



* * *

This is the first step

on a journey

Now I have to

ask myself,

“How do you write poetry?”



I forgot!



I completely forgot!



I’m not even sure if this is prose…

Poetic amnesia

Where is the Writers Workshop when you really need them?





the man stood beneath

the lamp post

and felt the chilly night

brushing


against his face

which had a beard

             upon it                 He said, “This is the night when I must

                           find the way to wherever

I want to go

because if I don’t

             then I’ll have to find the

way to wherever I went

                        And then he turned away

and bit a Bit o Honey bar

                                      A cab pulled up.

                                                     He got on

“Where ya going, buddy?” the cabbie said.

“To Proseville,” the guy replied



And the cab sped off




to his destination


and he’s still there

writing fiction


and that’s his story.

It’s time to start

and hope that

as the journey continues

I’ll remember how to write


Let’s see



Stanzas



Lines



Rhymes



Okay, I’ve got a couple things down





to entertain you





the reader in our City of Literature

here we go again

               fasten your seatbelts everyone and listen

to the music

of the spears

as the tyrant of the baseball field

laughs

at the sky, moving all around in different

                         colors

The mountain is right there

How do I climb it

What shoes do I wear

What feet

Are they ready for it

Tout suite

Let’s talk about that for a moment



what




is





literature anyway?

Well, for one thing,

It involves books

and people who write them






but not always


originally




there were no books



there were caves




and people wrote



on the walls





of the caves

When I was in high school

I went spelunking

with Father Pieper




we explored the largest cave




in the country




one day, on a trip



Ah, there it is, a doorway
The door leads
the way

to the other side
Above the door, cut in stone,

letters



in words




in lines





in stanzas:


I AM THE WAY INTO POETRY CITY.



I AM THE WAY TO A POETIC PEOPLE.



I AM THE WAY INTO ETERNAL WRITING.



A POET’S PENCIL MOVED MY ARCHITECT.



I’M CARVED IN IAMBIC PENTAMETER.



THE MUSES LOVE THE INFINITE VERSES.



ONLY THE SONNETS OF TIME CANNOT READ



WORDS MADE BEFORE ME, AND BEYOND I WRITE:



ABANDON ALL PROSE YE WHO ENTER HERE.
