BARBARA GUEST, FAIR REALISM

Wild Gardens Overlooked by Night Lights

Wild gardens overlooked by night lights.  Parking 

lot trucks overlooked by night lights.  Buildings

with their escapes overlooked by lights

They urge me to seek here on the heights

amid the electrical lighting that self who exists,

who witnesses light and fears its expunging,

I take from my wall the landscape with its water

of blue color, its gentle expression of rose,

pink, the sunset reaches outward in strokes as the west wind

rises, the sun sinks and color flees into the delicate

skies it inherited,

I place there a scene from "The Tale of the Genji."

An episode where Genji recognizes his son.

Each turns his face away from so much emotion,

so that the picture is one of profiles floating

elsewhere from their permanence,

a line of green displaces these relatives,

black also intervenes at correct distances,

the shapes of the hair are black.

Black describes the feeling,

black is recognized as remorse, sadness,

black is a headdress while lines slant swiftly,

the space slanted vertically with its graduating

need for movement,

Thus the grip of realism had found

a picture chosen to cover the space

occupied by another picture

establishing a flexibility so we are not immobile

like a car that spends its night

outside a window, but mobile like a spirit.

I float over this dwelling, and when I choose

enter it.  I have an ethnological interest

in this building, because I inhabit it

and upon me has been bestowed the decision of changing

an abstract picture of light into a ghost-like story

of a prince whose principality I now share,

into whose confidence I have wandered.

Screens were selected to prevent this intrusion

of exacting light and add a chiaroscuro,

so that Genji may turn his face from his son,

from recognition which here is painful,

and he allows himself to be positioned on a screen, 

this prince as noble as ever,

songs from the haunted distance

presenting themselves in sinks.

The light of fiction and light of surface

sink into vision whose illumination

exacts its shades,

The Genji when they arose

strolled outside reality

their screen dismantled,

upon that modern wondering space

flash lights from the wild gardens. 

THE SERVANT IN LITERATURE

By Marjorie Welish

I could always rely on the continuity

of her being there, as continuous as the sand beach.

It often happens that crowds leave,

removing their hampers, small groups

unevenly going away, some sand deducted.

More plain and more pleasant from above,

the beach has a basic gradualness

and utility like a counter,

the "soft life" seeming to lie on top.

Footprints, an unmade bed, a talent

for biography lie in abeyance;

they should be saved.

It often happens that when crowds leave

the heroine moves across space

as a sign she is separating herself

into two bowls. Her robe and she are twoed

across the interval that the form demands

to achair. She will speak

to her maid as to herself.

As a type, the attendant is lenient

and softens any failing, a civilian

usually of the same sex as the main character

whose action, "in conformity and situation,"

gives way only superficially.

Once when I was fourteen and not very reliable

my mother offered to write down 

whatever I said. Saying she would listen

struck me as her willingness to step aside

and give the chair to me

and my unspoken perturbations, even these.

Lyn Hejinian, from MY LIFE

Like plump birds along the shore

Summers were spent in a fog that rains. They were mirages, no different from those that camelback riders approach in the factual accounts of voyages in which I persistently imagined myself, and those mirages on the highway were for me both impalpable souvenirs and unstable evidence of my own adventures, now slightly less vicarious than before. The person too has flared ears, like an infant’s reddened with batting. I had claimed the radio nights for my own. There were more storytellers than there were stories, so that everyone in the family had a version of history and it was impossible to get close to the original, or to know “what really happened.” The pair of ancient, stunted apricot trees yielded ancient, stunted apricots. What was the meaning hung from that depend. The sweet aftertaste of artichokes. The lobes of autobiography. Even a minor misadventure, a bumped offender or a newsstand without newspapers, can “ruin the entire day,” but a child cries and laughs without rift. The sky droops straight down. I lapse, hypnotized by the flux and reflux of the waves. They had ruined the Danish pastry by frosting it with whipped butter. It was simply a tunnel, a very short one. Now I remember worrying about lockjaw. The cattle were beginning to move across the field pulled by the sun, which proved them to be milk cows. There is so little public beauty. I found myself dependent on a pause, a rose, something on paper. It was a way of saying, I want you, too, to have this experience, so that we are more alike, so that we are closer, bound together, sharing a point of view—so that we are “coming from the same place.” It is possible to be homesick in one’s neighborhood. Afraid of the bears. A string of eucalyptus pods was hung by the window to discourage flies. So much of “the way things were” was the same from one day to the next, or from one occasion (Christmas, for example, for July 4th) to the next, that I can speak now of how we “always” had dinner, all of us sitting at our usual places in front of the placemats of woven straw, eating the salad first, with cottage cheese, which my father always referred to as “cottage fromage,” that being one of many little jokes with which he expressed his happiness at home. Twice he broke his baby toe, stubbing it at night. As for we who “love to be astonished,” my heartbeats shook the bed. In any case, I wanted to both the farmer and his horse when I was a child, and I tossed my head and stamped with one foot as if I were pawing the ground before a long gallop. Across the school playground, an outing, a field trip, passes in ragged order over the lines which mark the hopscotch patch. It made for a sort of family mythology. The heroes kept clean, chasing dusty rustlers, tonguing the air. They spent the afternoon building a dam across the gutter. There was too much carpeting in the house, but the windows upstairs were left open except on the very coldest or wettest of days. It was there that she met the astonishing figure of herself when young. Are we likely to find ourselves later pondering such suchness amid all the bourgeois memorabilia. Wherever I might find them, however unsuitable, I made them useful by a simple shift. The obvious analogy is with music. Did you mean gutter or guitar. Like cabbage of collage. The book was a sort of protection because it had a better plot. If any can be spared from the garden. They hoped it would rain before somebody parked beside that section of the curb. The fuchsia is a plant much like a person, happy in the out-of-doors in the same sun and breeze that is more comfortable to a person sitting nearby. We had to wash the windows in order to see them. Supper was a different meal from dinner. Small fork-stemmed boats propelled by wooden spoons wound in rubber bands cruised the tough. Losing its balance on the low horizon lay the vanishing vernal day.

“From the New World” from Region of Unlikeness (1991)

Has to do with the story about the girl who didn’t die


in the gas chamber, who came back out asking

for her mother.  Then the moment—the next coil—where the guard,


Ivan, since the 50’s an autoworker in Cleveland,

orders a man on his way in to rape her.


Then the narrowing, the tightening, but no in hunger, no, —the witness

recollecting this on the stand somewhere in Israel in


February 87 should You be keeping

track.  Has to do with her coming back out?  Asking for her mother?


Can you help me in this?

Are you there in your stillness?  Is it a real place?


God knows I too want the poem to continue,

want the silky swerve into shapeliness


and then the click shut

and then the issue of sincerity, the glossy diamond-backed


skin—will you buy me, will you take me home....About the one

who didn’t die, her face still there on the new stalk of her body as the


doors open,

the one who didn’t like a relentless treble coming back out


right here into the thing we call

daylight but which is what now, unmoored?


The one time I knew something about us

though I couldn’t say what

my grandmother then already ill


took me by the hand asking to be introduced.

And then no, you are not Jorie—but thank you for


saying you are.  No.  I’m sure.  I know her you

see.  I went into the bathroom, locked the door.


Stood in front of the mirrored wall—

not so much to see in, not looking up at all in fact,


but to be held in it as by a gas,

the thing which was me there in its chamber.  Reader,


they were all in there, I didn’t look up,

they were all in there, the coiling and uncoiling


billions,

the about-to-be-seized,


the about to be held down,

the about to be held down, bit clean, shaped,


and the others, too, the ones gone back out, the ending 

wrapped round them,


hands up to their faces why I don’t know,

and the about-to-be stepping in,


one form at a time stepping in as if to stay clean,

stepping over something to get into here,


something there on the floor now dissolving,

not looking down but stepping up to clear it,

and clearing it,


stepping in.

Without existence and then with existence.


Then into the clearing as it clamps down

all round.


Then into the fable as it clamps down.


We put her in a Home, mother paid.

We put him in a Home, mother paid.


There wasn’t one that would take both of them we 

could afford.


We were right we put him down the road it’s all

there was,


there was a marriage of fifty years, you know this

already don’t you fill in the blanks,


they never saw each other again,

paralyzed on his back the last few years


he bribed himself a private line, he rigged the phone so he

could talk, etcetera, you know this,


we put her in X, she’d fallen out we put her back in,

there in her diaper sitting with her purse in her hands all day every


day, asking can I do now,

meaning him, meaning the


apartment by then long since let go, you know this

don’t you, shifting wind sorting and re-sorting the stuff, flesh,


now the sunstruck field beyond her window,

now here hands on the forties sunburst silver


clasp, the white patent-leather pocketbook—

I stood there.  Let the silver down all over my shoulders.


The sink.  The goldspeck formica.  The water

uncoiling.


Then the click like a lock being tried.

Then the hollow caressing the back of my neck.


Then the whole thing like a benediction you can’t 

shake off,

and the eyes unfastening, nervous, as if they smelled something up there


and had to do (don’t wait for me), the

eyes lifting, up into the decoration, the eyes


looking.  Poor thing.

As if real.  As if in the place.


The twitch where the eyes meet the eyes.

A blush.


You see it’s not the matter of her coming back out

alive, is it?


It’s the asking-for.  The please.

Isn’t it?


Then the man standing up, the witness, screaming it’s him it’s him

I’m sure your Honor I’m sure.  Then Ivan coming up to him


and Ivan (you saw this) offering his hand, click, whoever

he is, and the old man getting a dial-tone, friend,


and old whoever clicking and unclicking the clasp,

 the silver-knobs,


shall we end on them?  a tracking shot?  a

close-up on the clasp a two-headed beast it turns out


made of silvery

leaves?  Where would you go now?  where

screaming it’s him it’s

him?  At the point where she comes back out something begins, yes,


something new, something completely

new, but what—there underneath the screaming—what?

Like what, I wonder, to make the bodies come on, to make


room,

like what, I whisper,

like which is the last new world, like, like, which is the thin

young body (before it’s made to go back in) whispering please.  

