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Boyd W. Benson 

In a Minute, Lincoln

In a minute, a city can darken 
into its own past, to linger 
in the dead light of stars 
and windows.  
A loaf of bread can mold.  
All it takes: sixty small flames 
in a wristwatch, or the ticking 
of a few dozen crickets in the weeds.
Equal to the volume 
of a small space around the sun 
in a small box,
and in that box 
a minute —
and in just that minute,
the boy who hides the small flowers 
that are scars on his arms
can imagine five different sides to his future.

For you, though, the planes of Nebraska 
flatten further into yellow and brown, 
into white even, 
and into the dark handwriting 
of a young girl’s eyes
at night
in about 31 seconds.  
Not even a minute.
Leaning at a bus terminal in Lincoln,
in front of the glass doors,
tired of something
or someone, her whole life
a map of this minute,
she stares at you, 
or something allows her eyes 
through you,
black eyeliner, maybe,
as if nobody should 
notice the cracker crumbs 
on her chin, the plastic purse 
at her feet, or the white breath 
of her skin, 
and in those 31 seconds
it begins to snow.
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Jan Bottiglieri 

The Fairy Scientist

The fairy scientist sets up shop
beneath the creeping juniper.
He pins a bubble-eye fly to a slab 
nabbed from the hollow beneath the swings.

Butcher, the other fairies say 
in their tinkly voices. Creep.
They drink from the bruises of groundfall cherries
but the scientist turns his wings

to them.  He has a hypothesis
about the physical body: it is intricate 
engines, more than mere altars of mud.
On a sun-speckled pebble, he lines up his things:

spider silk, fir-needle, sting of a bee.
He doesn’t quite know where to enter
the quivering temple of the fly. 
While the other fairies are tangling

a sleeping child’s hair and souring
milk, the fairy scientist
contemplates rows
of faceted lenses, rubine and swelling 

with vision – two ripe berries, alive.
After, one could say 
it was then something shifted, 
an elemental current, turning:

for a moment the fairy scientist
feels conspicuous, visible 
as an acorn. The sun
continues to run its east-west ring – 

and startled, the scientist 
sees for the first time
it is not merely shining,
but burning. 
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Dear Mrs. Death:  

There are problems at school again.
Often your daughter seems lost 
in her own little world. Today,
when I asked her to stack the reading books,
she caused a calamitous nation 
to rise and fall on the middlemost shelf 
as she lined up books with their spines facing out.
When she writes at the board, each atom of chalk 
trembles with the effort of clinging 
to that blackness. 

All of our classroom mice have ceased. 
Her ponytail is somehow mighty. 
What emanates from your fair daughter’s 
fingers, from the ends of her grey-gold hair,
is distracting to the other students.
Is this her usual state? 

Mrs. Death, I’m sure you can see my concern.
On the playground Thursday a splendid bird
arose from the wood chips beneath the swings.
Was it a phoenix? A firebird? 
This is not my area of expertise, 
but I feel you may shed some light. 
It was a glorious, shimmering thing: 
each feather a subtle history; its votive eyes;
and I saw (we all did) the infinite 
curve of its compassionate claws –

I must tell you we believe that your daughter was involved.
Has she ever done something like this?
I am sure, in the end, we all want what is best.
Mrs. Death, since that day
I cannot stop weeping.
Call me, please, to discuss.
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Robert Peake

White Pigeons

are not doves. They do not stand
for peace, but flock and swoop
above my head in the blue before dawn.

They are a liquid in the air,
elastic, bunching and swarming
like oil drops on water.

I do not want to know the physics.
I do not want to make a documentary.
I stand and watch them ripple like a flag.

The soldier inside me wants to salute.
The prophet takes it for a sign.
They double-back, like a bed sheet, folded.

And then they dip below the tree line,
leaving their absence to hang in the air.
I never wished they were more than they were.

A morning dove now sounds his call to prayer.
A red-tailed hawk lords over mousing fields.
I have heard some call all pigeons “wingèd rats.”

But these were different, bred to home,
which means that they were practicing,
and work never seemed as elegant as this.

Tie a message to my foot. I will assume
my place in the aerial formation. Let me 
be a single snowflake in that flurry.
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Soldier at the Tomb of Alexander

They are laying the coins on your eyes,
for passage across the river, into death.

Your hands could never hold an olive branch,
zombie-like expression, face a pale shade.

So this is your overthrow, unable to
side-step mortality, and a sarcophagus

will be your war tent, heaped with 
your belongings, raised up from the soil.

What good will they do for you now?
Better to bury a snowball in the ground,

or the nutty scent of almonds, a particle
of sand from the banks of the Akropotamos—

or lay you out saltire in the sun, to be
picked at like Prometheus, down to bone.

May I call you “Alexander?” Will you bash
my helmet in, barefoot crush a scorpion?

The backdrop of your life was always fire.
Is Persepolis still burning in your mind?

The hour is getting late, and by now
you must want rest. I have paid

what some would call respects, two coins,
but forgot my tears in the village at home.
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David Kahn

What It Is

Cook it some and everyday grit will be glass.
Cook it more in earth’s burning belly
and get night-spawning obsidian.

Calves’ hard trotters may someday be lime Jello.

Corundum will shape nails and edge knives.
Give it fire and time, find rubies and sapphires; 
bright sunset skies, lust and loss.

Beryl (that was an old-fashioned girl’s name)
transmutes with eons to grassy emerald, which is better
because nobody’s really interested in an old-fashioned girl anymore.

Uranium will send its ghostly fire 
halfway to lead in seven-hundred-million years.

But lead will never be gold, in spite of the philosopher’s stone.
And nobody knows what that is, or was, or what it was before it was,
unless it was our transmogrifying dream of losing 
our grave slavery to entropy at the touch of some rock.

Sooner or later, slippery lizards will be oil
and the ferns they could have eaten will be coal,
and in earth’s hot clench, coal will become diamond,
which will resist being anything but what it is,
which is bright certainty, which we value most highly
in the face of darkness’s churn and seethe.
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Peter Sears

The Man Who Chases Fires

 Why do you chase fires?
     it’s a kick.

Why do you chase fires?
      I love fires.

Do you set fires?
     No, not since I was a kid.

Would you like to?
     I hope not, but I dream of it.

Do you go to fires?
     Yes, the minute the alarm sounds.
     I try to get behind the fire truck.

What do you do at the fire?
     I get up close.

What do you watch for?
     Wind. If the wind jumps,
     the fire jumps with it.
     
How does that make you feel?
     Excited. At full blaze 
     when the heat is shimmering,
     I want to walk in,
     you know, walk in.
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Miriam Sagan

Conversion

it isn’t Christ
who cracks
open the sky
with thunder

men still eat 
the sacrificial
flesh of horses

and the newborns 
(girls) might be left
outside the door

leaving raiders
to troll the holy isles
for wives, bondswomen
(maternal mitochondria
of red-heads--
talkative, mellifluous
Irish)

there’s tangled hair
and there is a comb
there is a fishing line
and then there is a fish
and if summer doesn’t fail
you can go west

and find a new found land
in a world
temporarily
without kings
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Mark Young

Swerve

The sound the pigeon made startled me -
coo-runch - between the tire and the blacktop.

I expected less, more hollow, 
like crushing a handful of macaroni. 

Instead, the pigeon 
was crunchy and squishy, 
like the kitten I ran over 
driving the blue Maverick, 
or the raccoon my dad smashed 
while speeding to Osage Beach 
for the family vacation,  
me laying in the back window
of the tan Galaxy
hearing then seeing 
the splayed raccoon
on that curvy Missouri road.
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Cameron Scott

Bus # 486

We are all going to work.
It is Saturday.

It is true I am agitated.
A girl chatterboxes Portuguese
on her cell phone in the seat behind me.

Two guys in the seat in front of me 
talk pendejo and cabrone 
from the night before.

And across the isle 
that guy
that guy
talks loud and important into his ear thingy.

I dreamt last night I lost my mother. 
I don’t say a thing.
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Friday Night Bus

All these street lights, and later, dark country. 
No moon. Three men, late middle age
tell jokes no one wants to hear. They sit in front. 
The rest of us try to sleep in the back. I can tell
they’ve always been the center of their drunkenness. 
I guess, the same way I’ve always been the center
of wishing I were somewhere else. I want to feed them 
toasted grasshoppers and kick them off at the next stop. 
Instead, ex-wives, the collapse of Egypt, the rich 
getting richer and gas not getting any cheaper.   
There is too much emptiness in the jolts and pauses 
between their words, the off key twisting clichés, 
laughs at odd moments when what hope there is  
seems lost, passing through the impossible night. 
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Sharon Harrigan

Black Orchid

 If Leonard’s buddies saw him walking up Fifth Avenue, after a morning of relentless souvenir shopping, 
they’d laugh. They thought just because he was retired he deserved a break. They’d say, “You gave up a fishing 
trip for this?”
 After Leonard and his wife climbed the huge stone steps to the Metropolitan Museum, they stood in one 
snaking line to check their coats and another to buy tickets. By the time the security guard let them in, Leonard 
was thinking of french fries for lunch, hot and crisp, and resting his feet. 
 “Let’s see the Georgia O’Keeffe exhibit,” Clara said. “You know who she is?” 
 “She’s the lady who did those flowers.” Just because he was the only one in this museum who wasn’t 
speaking another language or fiddling with a smart phone didn’t mean he was dumb. 
 “They’re not just flowers,” she said. 
 “I know. They’re vaginas.”
 She put a finger over her lips, like they were back in high school and the teacher might overhear them. 
He’d heard so much worse in his years of teaching. 
 It had been a long time since he’d said “vagina.” At first it was the kids: three in a row, eighteen months 
apart. The marriage bed became the family bed. When their oldest went to college, Clara moved to her room. 
 When they reached the exhibit entrance, a security guard showed them another line. “I’m freezing,” 
Leonard said. 
 “You want to get your coat back?” she asked, in the impatient tone people use for whiny kids.
 “By the time I stood in that line I’d be an old man.”  
 She didn’t say he already was. He loved her for that. He was glad there was that one thing. 
 “Is there a line to see each picture? To breathe?” He wondered if this was what their life was going to be 
like, now that his retirement meant they had nothing to do but spend time together.
 “Very funny,” she said.
 Leonard looked at this woman, her nose in the exhibit brochure. Seeing her blend in with foreigners and 
students, people with skin so thick they didn’t shiver, she was a stranger. 
 Finally it was their turn. Guess what? They were just flowers. He sat on a bench, put his hands under his 
thighs to warm them, and closed his eyes.
 “You’re not looking at the paintings!” she said.
 “I saw them.” He opened his eyes and pointed. “Flowers. Plus that one over there. Two red bumps, kind 
of sci-fi like hills on Mars.” 
 “Did you read the descriptions?” 
 “I checked my reading glasses with my coat. And if I have to stand in one more line, I think it’s going to 
be to the cafeteria.”
 “Typical,” she said.
 “What’s that mean?”
 “You don’t even care enough to bring your glasses. To a museum! Of visual art.”
She turned her back to him and sat on the other side of the bench. He heard her flipping through the booklet 
from the plastic sleeve on the wall, duking it out with the pages. 
 He hated when she tried to make him stop being mad at her by being mad at him. He knew she’d plant 
herself on the bench, waiting for him to make the first move. But this time he wasn’t going to. He’d sit here 
forever. 
 That would get her back. For not appreciating how accommodating he was. For letting the kids take over 
their bed. For thinking he was stupid. 
 He sat in front of the painting for forty years. He stared at the dark purple, long slender flower and saw 
his whole marriage. 
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He saw Clara in the heart-shaped honeymoon bed.  He saw her at the hospital, a baby’s head poking out of her 
vagina. 
 He listened to the gurgle of his empty stomach. He heard the sloshing inside his mother’s womb and saw 
his own head push out. His knees didn’t hurt anymore. He didn’t have to go to the bathroom. He wasn’t cold. It 
occurred to him that he might be dead.
 But then he felt something a dead man couldn’t. He and Clara were still back to back, but now they were 
touching. He felt her heat. She was so hot. 
 He reached over, still facing the painting, and grabbed her hand. She grabbed back. It reminded him of 
the way her vagina squeezed his penis, the way her arms squeezed their daughter when they found her after she 
was lost for a whole day, the way she squeezed a life out for their whole family from a few drops of affection. 
He stood up then sat next to her.
 “I give in,” he said. “Let’s have lunch, I’m starving.”
 “You like Black Orchid?” she asked.
 “That’s what it’s called? It looks purple.”
 “Look again.” 
 “I’ve looked plenty. I saw our whole life.”
 She laughed.
 “I’m serious,” he said. 
 “Do you know how long we’ve been sitting here?” she asked.
 “Forty years. Now I’m an old man.”
 “No, but you’re different.”
 “I’m alive.”  
 They walked in front of “Red Hills at Lake George,” and she read the title. “You thought it was Mars.” 
 “I was wrong,” he said. 
 “Me too.” She drew out the words so long they covered their whole life together. Then she squeezed his 
finger, the way she used to, before they had separate beds, separate rooms, and separate lives. It reminded him 
of a bun squeezing a hotdog, so he led her past the lines at the cafeteria to the food carts on Fifth Avenue. In 
Central Park they feasted, his head on her lap, pollen falling on their faces, under the shade of tulip tree blos-
soms as big as the future.

THE END
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Marvin Bell

 The Book of the Dead Man (The Cunning Aperçus)

   Live as if you were already dead.
                                     Zen admonition

 1. About the Dead Man and the Cunning Aperçus

 What is it when the dead man recollects aperçus?
 From within the American ballyhoo, he recalls the worldly and 
  epistemological nature of the aperçu.
 He hath cornered the comedic turns that were innocent hitherto.
 It was long ago that poets fancied a night in Timbuktu and lay dreamy in 
  Xanadu.
 He would more, but the right and left of his nation have danced a deathly pas 
  de deux.
 The dead man hath suffered a Congress too suited to pay-per-view. 
 In dead man time, his government, in lunacy and malice, has met its Waterloo.
 This is no Congress to whom one can author a billet-doux.
 Each April, the dead man shakes the Capital cherry trees to pelt the politicos--
  of red states and blue.
 He has been sketching, smudging and scorching the politics of malevolence 
  and warfare, it is all he can do.

 2. More About the Dead Man and the Cunning Aperçus

 You think it’s just a habit, a reflex, a verbal carnival--this overview and 
  whoop-de-do?
 Wait awhile, the dead man’s revolution will be the total derring-do.
 Among plastic poppies, our war dead lie in a ghastly, green hue.
 Some say the President needs a good talking-to and a flurry of how-to.
 Hence, the dead man takes on the Cabinet title of Chief Bugaboo.
 Let the pliable citizens of our rust belts rise up to defeat the hooey of the well-
  to-do.
 The dead man is our jovial Atlas, holding up the sky, listening for the 
  simmering melting pot of the many and the few. 
 He matches residue and counterview, sneak preview and the impending what-
  have-you.
 He has seen in the aperçu a sociopolitical curlicue and heard the rustle of a 
  revolutionary retinue.
 The dead man’s touch is sleight-of-hand, and he laughs, but he has something 
  to convey, it’s for you.
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Aperçus Quarterly editors, Lauren Henley and Jonathan Maule, conducted the following interview with poet, 
teacher, and activist Marvin Bell between April 11th and May 12th of this year. While the hours at which Hen-
ley and Maule labored over their portion of the interview can safely be clocked between the civilized workaday 
hours of 9 to 5, there is no way of knowing what hours of darkness and blue-hued twilight in which Bell gener-
ated….

LH: Marvin, you have four 2011 publications, three of which are now available, and the fourth—Vertigo: The 
Living Dead Man Poems—is due from Copper Canyon Press in June. Besides being a prolific writer, you are 
also a husband, a father, and a devoted teacher. How do you find the time?   

MB:  I stay up late.  

LH: Good answer. If you don’t mind, I’m going to jump into my questions regarding the dead man, since he 
is a most fascinating persona.    
 
 In the preface to The Book of the Dead Man, you write that the Dead Man “knows in his bones that 
writing is metabolic.” What do you think the Dead Man would say to writers who feel that they have “writer’s 
block,” or that they have come to a place in their process that feels stagnant?  Furthermore, what would the Dead 
Man say about that abstraction—writer’s block?  

MB:  Poetry makes a music—that’s metabolic. Poetry is dance—metabolic. Poetry is brainwork—metabolic. 
It’s all metabolic—and sensory. The word “inspiration” suggests breathing. I can hardly sit still when I’m writ-
ing. I get up and walk around. I play drums with my hands on the desk. If I am streaming a jazz station from 
France, say, I sing some scat. I bounce, I clap. And if the verbal energy weakens, I get up and walk away. More-
over, I usually write after midnight when no one would question singing and dancing. At those hours, as Wil-
liams says about his dancing around in his attic study while the rest of the family is still asleep, “Who is to say 
I am not the happy genius of my household?”   

 Writer’s blocks? I have them but only when I am waiting for a new sense of the materials of poetry to find 
me. A new feeling for form. I want my poems to do more than prove I have a heart, a brain, a family history and 
a social conscience. That means a new form. But poets can be stopped for all sorts of reasons. During the stop-
page, they cooperate with the block. I say that because, at any time they could write something, anything, and 
that would lead to the next thing. Any cheap trick can restart the engine. Take a thirty-minute walk, walk in the 
door and start writing about something you saw, but twist the expression, associate freely, write with abandon, 
and poof! the “block” has vanished. Blocked poets sometimes stay blocked because they want only to write the 
Great Poem. Others stay quiet because they have a critic on their shoulder. And sometimes life gets in the way. 
To the inhibited writer, “writer’s block” feels, not abstract, but concrete. In any case, it’s not unnatural. It’s not 
an illness. And it goes away if one lets it.

STAYING UP LATE 

WITH 

MARVIN BELL
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LH: This might be a technicality, but why in the preface to The Book of the Dead Man do you capitalize dead 
man but in the poems you do not?  

MB: I thought hard about it, and then, yes, I did capitalize the initial letters of “Dead Man” in the prefaces to 
those first two collections of dead man poems--The Book of the Dead Man and Ardor. In those prose introduc-
tions, it seemed right, perhaps because the prefaces had to be written as if the dead man is a character, a persona. 
But I don’t treat the dead man as a persona in the poems, so it seemed to me that the dead man should not loom 
large as the poems proceed. If that sounds fuzzy, let me escape by saying it seemed right, which is a way of saying 
that one’s intuition knows more than one’s intellect. I still like those two prefaces. I wish now that I had included 
them with the dead man selections in Nightworks.  

LH: I must have read the preface to The Book of the Dead Man a dozen times before I even got to the poems 
because of how inspired it makes me feel. “The Dead Man will have nothing more to do with the conventional 
Ars Poetica, that blind manifesto allegiant to the past.” That statement makes me want to get behind the dead man 
right away. Within those first few sentences, not only do I believe in the dead man, but I believe in the power to 
create something new. I feel called upon as a writer to break free of conventions. Would you say that this preface 
is a kind of manifesto for the writer who is allegiant to the now, to newness, to what is metabolic?   

MB:    I suppose it is a manifesto of sorts. It’s also a comment on the preface itself, which is unlike the usual 
preface. Even the best Ars Poeticas look backwards and labor to defend their turf. I suppose mine might be seen 
as daffy by those who have their own agendas. My wife, Dorothy, says I have a brain like Einstein’s hair.    

LH: Getting back to intuition and intellect…would you talk a little about your revision process? I like to bor-
row from Stafford’s Writing the Australian Crawl and refer to revision as re-envisioning. Where do intuition and 
intellect stand in regards to your re-envisioning process?   

MB: Years ago, I carried my typewritten poems around, making revisions until they were too hard to read, and 
then retyping them and carrying them around some more. And maybe every young poet has to do that. As time 
went on, I developed a preference for writing only when the pot is boiling over. Of course, I had learned how to 
turn up the heat. From then on, I wrote more and more in the midst of a certain energy—metabolic and mental and 
sometimes, but not always, emotional. It’s an energy that makes things. It’s an energy that pushes the envelope. 
I would like my poems to express the otherwise inexpressible—to attempt that, not subtly but with a vengeance. 
One way to turn up the heat is to write late at night. I used to stay up half the night, sometimes the whole night. 
Now that I’m a geezer, I can’t do that, but I’m still fine with 2 a.m. If the energy flags, if the language sags, I walk 
away. When I come back to the poem, I have to get back into that energy and that mental scene. If I can’t, well, I 
abandon a lot. With formalist verse, one can get back into the form. It’s obvious. But in the matter of free verse—
and every writer of free verse has to reinvent it—it’s trickier and costs more. I think I’ve just explained that I no 
longer touch up a poem unless it already has the requisite energy. I’m given to flying by the seat of my pants, but 
the plane has to take off.

LH: Having read The Book of the Dead Man, I am tempted to say that I “know about” the dead man. But for 
me to say I know about him would be like saying I know the water in a certain part of a river. Of course I can’t 
know the water because it’s never exactly the same. I can only continue to keep meeting the new water that comes 
in; any attachment to the old water is foolish.  For me, every poem about the dead man is like meeting him for the 
first time and so I cannot help but want to read more and more. How is it that I can read pages and pages all about 
the dead man and still feel like the dead man is elusive? Does the dead man ever elude you? Or are you always 
right there with him? 
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MB: That’s a toughie to answer because I think of the dead man as not being me but knowing a lot about me. 
There’s biography in the dead man poems, but it is not presented as biography. Hmmm… I might venture that 
it’s a sensibility that is inside me but which I can sense as if it is discrete. Does that make sense? Discrete and not 
discrete, just as the dead man is alive and dead at the same time. Einstein’s hair.  

LH: Now that I have said that the dead man is elusive, I can’t help but feel that is not entirely correct either. I 
feel as though he is part of me, or, to be more exact, that he represents me. Have you heard from other readers that 
they feel the dead man is representative of themselves—perhaps representative of all people?   

MB:    I did receive some mail, even gifts, after the first dead man collection, from readers who had found some-
thing that spoke to them in the concept. The dead man has been referred to as an “Everyman.” An early reviewer 
called The Book of the Dead Man “The Undersong of the Self.” It is, I know, Whitmanian, even Whitmaniacal. 
I’ll cop to that.  

LH: You wrote a dead man poem, not only for Aperçus, but a poem that also involves aperçus, which thrills us 
completely. Of course, one of the first things I noticed was the rhyming. Have you used rhyming in a dead man 
poem before and can you explain why it felt right for “The Book of the Dead Man (The Cunning Aperçus)?”   

MB: Until this one, I hadn’t employed end-rhyme in dead man poems. The very word “Aperçus” has a feeling 
of wit and play about it, as well as a seductive sound. As soon as I thought of it, I knew I had to go all the way.  

LH: This poem deceives a bit. I might go so far as to say it is cunning or guileful. For the first and second read 
I just enjoyed the rhythm, sort of bounced along to it—it felt playful. The long o sound that is repeated is wonder-
fully fun and musical. I was delighted to see words like Xanadu, Timbuktu, derring-do, whoop-de-do…these are 
words that I have heard in the past but have never really considered the meaning of. Because of how they sound, 
I think it can be easy to forget they have real meaning at all—which they certainly do. But by the third read or so, 
I realized the seriousness of the subject matter: 

 Each April, the dead man shakes the Capital cherry trees to pelt the  
  politicos--of red states and blue.  
 He has been sketching, smudging and scorching the politics of 
  malevolence and warfare, it is all he can do. 

And then, later, in the second section:  

 You think it’s just a habit, a reflex, a verbal carnival--this overview and   
  whoop-de-do?  
 Wait a while, the dead man’s revolution will be the total derring-do.  
 Among plastic poppies, our war dead lie in a ghastly, green hue.

 There is a juxtaposition between sound and subject matter that elicits a strong emotional response. Were 
you surprised by how the poem turned out?   

MB: No, not surprised, but I didn’t plan on it from the outset, either. It went that way because many of my po-
ems are sociopolitical—increasingly so. If the often philosophical language of a dead man poem comingles with 
the sociopolitical, I am not inclined to stop it. Our nation has become a warfare state in which the middle class 
and the poor are being priced out of safety, privacy and health. Our economic system and national government 
have been fatally compromised. And our politics has turned sour and violent. To quote Yeats, “The best lack all 
conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity.”  
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 I should add that I’m pleased to hear you say that the sound of the poem carried you, and that the poem 
unfolded on rereading. Would that it could always be that way. Thirty-five years ago, I included in a poem these 
wise-guy lines: “We all know how many times / a critic reads a book: / less than once.” The title of that poem is, 
“Spenser, Chaucer, Dryden, Johnson, Browning, Tennyson, Dickens, Hardy and Kipling.” Those nine are buried 
in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. Shakespeare, however, is not there.

JM: Tell us about your prison visits and America Scores.  

MB:  The prison I visit is in Iowa. I think I first went there in 2002.  Because we now live in Iowa only part of the 
year, I generally get to go only once a year. Many of the men I see have been there from the beginning. The first 
time, I was brought to give a poetry reading. Ever afterward, we have met as a writing workshop. They bring their 
poems to discuss. We once taped a radio show that won an award for its producer. The men read their poems for 
the program, and I asked them this and that. They were permitted to use only first names. It was great when they 
were able to hear the program. I tried to interest the producer in making it a regular show, but he had other fish to 
fry. The prison I visit is medium security. I once visited a class at Soledad, which meant being bused through gate 
after gate. I recall that the class was in a good mood because some of the men had just been notified of upcoming 
transfers out of maximum security to a prison that signaled the possibility of parole.  It’s just a little thing I do. 
Other people do more.   

 America Scores is an urban, middle school, after-school soccer and poetry program. It makes a difference. 
I think the program may now operate in up to sixteen cities. In 2002, I was asked to design a ten-day summer 
workshop for selected American Scores teachers. I led it from 2002 through 2007 with an assistant, Cecile Go-
ding, a poet and nonfiction writer with a background in community work. She and I taught in the mornings, and 
then sat back and let visitors take over in the afternoons. Well, we couldn’t actually sit back because each visitor I 
corralled for the program conscripted everyone in the room for writing exercises we had never before experienced. 
We did all sorts of wonderfully crazy stuff with the visitors. Mary Ann Letizio, a teacher of poetry to children, 
turned out also to be a tap dancer. Another was Dave Morice, the poet who goes also by the name, Dr. Alphabet, 
and has published many books of original ideas for classrooms. Another was the poetry slam champion, Patricia 
Smith. Another, the highly original performance poet, Heather Ross, who goes by the name Desdamona—that’s 
how she spells it. Juan Felipe Herrera came with his amazing bag of tricks.  

JM: Can you talk a bit more about the creative writing process within the prison? How was poetry received by 
the inmates? How did they interact with one another?

MB: There have been ongoing reading and writing classes at the prison, but I am not part of that. I am just a 
paratrooper, dropping in for special events. The men bring poems they have written earlier. One time I gave the 
group an in-class writing assignment, mainly to lead them into showing more and telling less. The results were 
good. As for interactions, that’s hard to define. It’s prison, and the men are careful about what they say. I can only 
tell you that they are grateful for the visits. I made a point from the start of walking around among them and shak-
ing hands with each person, and I shake hands again with each one before I leave. I try to keep it personal and 
informal. Some of the men always linger after class with me. They used to give me gifts, but I made them stop. 
Then, one time, knowing I am a type II diabetic and the guards wouldn’t let me bring in the banana I eat for a 
snack, they presented me with three plastic bananas. So we have our own dynamic, but still, it’s prison.  

JM: Your time with inmates, communities, students, other writers, etc., demonstrates your ability to promote 
literacy and art in much needed venues. As a writer with such varied interests and abilities, what advice do you 
have for other writers seeking to expand the possibilities and potency of writing as social rehabilitation?  
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MB: I wouldn’t want to claim too much. Reading makes a person bigger and deeper, inside, whether the mate-
rial is discussed with others or not. Reading has a mental depth that visual media do not. Writing can be a con-
versation with oneself or with others, and that has an effect, just as a therapy group might. How to help prisoners 
do well in or after prison is too heavy and complex a matter to depend on literary reading and creative writing to 
make a difference. I feel exceedingly humble about this. In the end, it’s mostly about one’s inner life.

JM: You have been involved with many collaborative projects. Two recent examples would be 7 Poets, 4 Days, 
1 Book and Whiteout: Dead Man Poems by Marvin Bell in Response to Photographs by Nathan Lyons. Would you 
tell readers a little about those projects and how you became involved with them? How have collaborative efforts 
changed or influenced your work?   

MB: It’s true that I have mixed quite a bit with other artists and other art forms. It may be partly because I had 
considerable experience in music and creative photography, and lesser experience in pottery and film. I used to 
team-teach a course called “Words & Music” with the composer David Gompper, in which graduate student poets 
and composers collaborated. The poets came from other planets, but the composers came from other galaxies! We 
did a public concert near the end of each semester. In and out of that course, David and I have collaborated quite 
a lot, most recently for a song cycle called “The Animals.” That cycle will be part of a CD of “animal songs” to 
be released later this year.   

 When asked to do this or that, I tend to say yes. I don’t weigh the importance of the project to others. I 
just usually say yes. I have written a fair number of “occasional” poems, those commissioned for books or events, 
which is a kind of collaboration, I suppose—with the event and the people behind it. I have written poems about 
art objects for museum exhibits and specialized anthologies. I wrote long poems about the paintings of Georgia 
O’Keeffe and the photography of Robert Heinecken for books about the artists. I wrote a poem for the Fiftieth 
Anniversary of the Adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a poem that appeared as a broadside 
but also in a USIA booklet. I wrote one for the induction of a college president. For the expansion of the Iowa City 
town library, I wrote one titled, simply, “This Library,” which hangs in the entry corridor. I wrote one to introduce 
a book by David Morris on the literature of pain and another to introduce a book of photos by Nathan Lyons re-
lated to the events of 9/11/2001. I wrote one called “Writers in a Café” for a broadside to accompany Iowa City’s 
application to become a UNESCO City of Literature. When asked, I usually say yes. I leave the occasional poems 
to the publications or broadsides for which they were written.    

 The 7-4-2 book was the result of an idea by Christopher Merrill, the Director of the International Writing 
Program at the University of Iowa. During a week celebrating the 40th anniversary of the IWP, seven of us, from 
five countries, met daily and also took away overnight “homework” so as to produce our version of the “renga” 
series written in five days in 1969 by Octavio Paz, Jacques Roubaud, Charles Tomlinson and Edoardo Sanguineti 
in a hotel in Paris. Neither theirs nor ours strictly follows the Japanese renga form. Their sequence labors to be 
intellectual. Ours is more surreal and more fun.

 In another form of collaboration, William Stafford and I wrote two books of poems back-and-forth. Go-
dine published the first as Segues: A Correspondence in Poetry, in 1983, and a shorter back-and-forth, written en-
tirely during the Centrum Writers Conference, was published by the Honeybrook Press in 1988.   

 Oh, I almost forgot to mention Whiteout. Nathan Lyons and I met in 1985 at Alfred University. We thought 
for decades of collaborating and finally got around to it. It was important that the photographs and poems not be 
illustrations of one another. As I say in the introduction, “Each photograph would create a perimeter. Each poem 
would look over its shoulder.” It’s a gorgeous book, designed by Nathan’s wife, the artist Joan Lyons.
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JM: You said earlier that, “poetry makes a music” and that “poetry is dance.”  How important is a healthy un-
derstanding of music to writing?   

MB: Everyone feels rhythms. It’s just that not everyone can boogie. Poetry has an element of melody and an 
element of rhythm, though the variations are infinite. Music is necessary for those of us who love it, but one can 
write poetry from any sensibility, even a non-musical one. Indeed, the current scene is chock-full of poets who 
fragment their poems to defeat melody and to distort rhythmic expectations.   

JM: Would you mind telling us about collaborating with jazz bassist Glen Moore?  

MB: I think I met Glen Moore in 1988 when I read at Mount Hood Community College. The readings there 
took place at noontime. Glen and a guitarist, Mark Daterman, would play the audience into their seats, then sit 
down. After a few poems, I called them back up on stage. I guess no one had done that. Later, Glen, Mark and I 
did some work in a studio, but we never released a CD. I’m told a radio station in Santa Cruz got hold of a copy 
and broadcast some of it. Some of the poems don’t exist otherwise. I made them up as we went. After that, Glen 
and I did this and that, and we led a jazz and poetry session during Pacific University MFA residencies until the 
residency schedule got too full to fit it in.  

JM: Who are the Rock Bottom Remainders?   

MB: It’s a band made up mainly of famous writers: Stephen King, Dave Barry, Amy Tan, Mitch Albom, Scott 
Turow, Greg Isles, Roy Blount, Jr., and others. There’s a book jacket that claims I toured with them, but that’s 
misleading. Dorothy and I joined them for a single West Coast tour, back when I was handling the America Scores 
teachers workshop and the band was raising money for America Scores. I took to the stage only to read a few po-
ems by children in the America Scores program. I don’t think any of the band members knew a thing about poetry, 
and why would they, but Dorothy and I had fun, and there are stories.

JM: While we are on the topic of collaboration—you have recently co-created a children’s book. As with many 
fine children’s books, A Primer about the Flag is something for adults to learn from as well. The book is about flags, 
but it is about much more than flags. Can you tell readers a little about your poem that accompanies the illustra-
tions done by Chris Raschka?   

MB:  Oh, I did nothing to make or deserve this wonderful children’s picture book. The writer Nancy Willard, 
whom I used to see at Bread Loaf during the two decades when I often taught for that writers conference, thought 
the poem would make a children’s picture book and went so far, many years ago, as to suggest it, with sample draw-
ings, to an editor, who turned it down. Fast forward to a year ago when suddenly I get a letter from Nancy saying 
Candlewick wants to do it. She insisted someone else should do the drawings.   

 I just recently stumbled on a draft that revealed to me that the poem, “A Primer about the Flag,” was written 
in 1988. It appeared in the book Iris of Creation, published by Copper Canyon Press in 1990, and was reprinted in 
several later volumes. Yes, it’s sneakily political, isn’t it, but not partisan. It plays off the fact that a flag is, after all, 
just a symbol. Much later, I wrote a poem titled, “Another Primer about the Flag,” but it wasn’t as light-footed and 
I abandoned it.  

JM: You are, for many writers in the generations after you, an influential figure. At the start of your writing 
career, what poets influenced you and why? 
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MB:  My answer may surprise you. It was the Beats and the Black Mountain poets: Ginsberg, Kerouac, Corso, 
Ferlinghetti, Paul Blackburn, Robert Creeley, Denise Levertov, Jonathan Williams. They were gutsy and new. They 
were counterculture. They were, to quote Kerouac about the characters in The Subterraneans, “hip but not slick, 
cool but not corny…” They upset the apple cart with style. But they didn’t influence my way of writing, just my 
sense of what it might mean to be a poet at that time. I knew nothing, but I already preferred odd ducks and the 
counterculture. After I encountered the poet John Logan, in Chicago, and then Donald Justice, in Iowa City, as well 
as the young poets around them, who knew more than I did--that was when I began to read widely the poets of the 
generation that preceded mine, as well as the big mommies and daddies of modern American poetry. On any given 
day, I might have been wholly occupied by Williams or Pound or Marianne Moore or Stevens or Eliot or Dickinson 
or Whitman or certain Eastern Europeans or certain South Americans. I felt totally engaged with whichever poet 
I was reading. In the end, Williams and Whitman are primary, not for their particular styles but for their smarts 
about the art and the artist.  

LH: You have taught college students for quite a long time now. I’m sure you have been around for many, many 
graduating classes who were leaving the security of the university for the larger world. As someone who is about to 
graduate with an MFA in poetry, I’m curious to know what advice you may have for those of us about to have our 
training wheels taken away.

MB:  Okay, I’ll risk it. First, try to be a poet every day. Poetry is a way of life, not a career. That means planning 
to write every day, even if it’s just three sentences about your cup of coffee. You don’t have to actually write every 
single day, so long as you intend to and usually do. Some poets—William Stafford was an example--write early in 
the morning so that the activities of the day can’t erase the impulse. Night owls, like me, shuck off the utilitarian 
after midnight. Use anything to get going: write your versions of others’ poems, use word lists, make up assign-
ments, take on arbitrary scenes and images. And by the way, cheap tricks are the best tricks. It’s not what you start 
with that matters. It’s the quality and bravery of the attention paid to it afterward.  
 
 And write with abandon. Keep in mind that there is no one way to write and no right way to write. Try 
to write poems at least one person will hate. Remember that the good stuff and the bad stuff are all part of the 
stuff. In other words, don’t allow the expectations of others, or the requirements of earning a living, to make you 
smaller.   
 
 For those who write on a computer, I like the idea of a “scroll”: a single file on the desktop. You scroll to 
the bottom, type the date, if you like, and start writing. Everything stays on the scroll: the abandoned lines, the 
versions that got revised, the unused titles—everything. You don’t look back except when you have extra time, or 
when you need to look for poems to finish. First and always, you write something new. I started such a scroll in 
May 2005, so as to write every day for thirteen days in tandem with a student who needed a push. My scroll is 
now 565 pages--with some duplication. It seems simpler, more direct, and even more engaging than single files of 
poems. It gives me the option of reaching back and pulling something forward to fix or reuse. It emphasizes the 
process. It flows. Alas, my laptop is also chockablock with files of single poems from the days before I wised up.   

 Finally, make the effort to be in the game: circulating your writing, collecting rejections, editing, reviewing, 
collaborating, keeping up your friendships with other poets--whatever presents itself. But avoid adjunct teaching 
positions and non-tenure-track jobs, unless they are just gigs for extra income and are convenient to where you 
live. Not all teaching jobs are better than other jobs. My advice to young MFA graduates is to go where they want 
to live and then find a way to make a living.
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LH & JM: Marvin, you are a very generous person. We thank you for your time. One last request: will you list 
for us your top fi ve favorite books and musical albums/bands? We all need some summer reading and listening 
suggestions…. 

MB:  Oh, I can’t. I’m not up-to-date, and I don’t have top favorites. I truly dig every kind of music except, I con-
fess, organ music. At a college, I will sometimes listen to the shared music fi les students have made available via 
iTunes. I usually love most of what I hear, but I don’t pay attention to who performed it or what it was titled. I oft en 
stream a jazz station from France called “La Radio du Hot--Club de Limoges,” which plays old time jazz as well as 
the hottest latest. My older son, Nathan Bell, just released a powerful new record, “Black Crow Blue,” on the Stone 
Barn label.   

 When Dorothy and I are driving long-distance, and the aft ernoon seems long, we may put on anything: 
Blossom Dearie or Cliff ord Brown or Monk or Gloria Deluxe or Marianne Faithfull or Mose Allison or Otis Red-
ding or the Talking Heads or the Dixie Chicks or Kim and Reggie Harris with Magpie or Ladysmith Black Mam-
bazo or Yo-Yo Ma or Israel Kamakawiwo’ole or the soundtracks of “Damn Yankees” or “La Cage aux Folles.” Well, 
I kind of got going there. It’s a long list, but no top fi ve. I’m reminded of the Auden poem in which he ticks off  
varieties of lakes--“Moraine, pot, oxbow, glint, sink, crater, piedmont, dimple...”--and then adds, “Just reeling off  
their names is ever so comfy.”    

 As for books, I am resolutely always out-of-date. I tend to prefer rereading a book that once meant a lot to 
me, such as Colin Wilson’s Th e Outsider, or a quirky book of science such as Einstein’s Dreams, by Alan Lightman, 
or the Max Frisch Sketchbook covering 1966-1971, or something by Eduardo Galeano. I’m afraid I read too many 
newspapers, and the documentaries of PBS have supplanted much of what I might once have read in print. Still, I 
don’t have an iPhone, an iPad or a Kindle, so in that respect I’m a dinosaur.
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Boyd W. Benson lives in Clarkston, Washington, with an intellectually challenged Pomeranian 
named Shorty. Currently, he cooks at Grumpy’s – a small restaurant in the Clarkston Heights. 
In 2007, his twenty-poem manuscript ‘The Owl’s Ears’ was included in Volume 1 of the LOST 
HORSE PRESS NEW POETS SERIES: NEW POETS| SHORT BOOKS, edited by Marvin Bell. 
Benson is a recipient of a 2009 Jeanne Lohmann Poetry Prize. His poems have appeared in The 
Iowa Review, Ascent, Free Lunch, and other publications and anthologies, most recently in the 
anthology New Poets of the American West, published by Many Voices Press.

Jan Bottiglieri lives and writes in Schaumburg, Illinois.  Her previous publications include After 
Hours, Margie, Bellevue Literary Review, Court Green, and the anthology Solace in So Many 
Words. Jan is an associate editor with the literary journal RHINO and a freelance writer, and the 
most recent thing she baked was a blackberry pie.

Marvin Bell was born in New York City and grew up on the south shore of eastern Long Is-
land. He took degrees from Alfred University, the University of Chicago, and the University of 
Iowa, served two years in the U. S. Army, and in 1965 was invited back to Iowa to teach. He 
then served forty years on the Writers’ Workshop faculty, retiring in 2005 as Flannery O’Connor 
Professor of Letters. He served two terms as Iowa’s first poet laureate and for five years led an 
annual ten-day workshop for teachers from the urban, after-school program, America SCORES. 
He serves now on the faculty of the brief-residency MFA program based in Oregon at Pacific 
University.   

 He and his wife, Dorothy, live primarily in Iowa City, Iowa, and Port Townsend, Wash-
ington, and also spend two months a year in a borrowed house in Sag Harbor, New York. In ad-
dition, the Bells have lived in San Francisco, Santa Cruz, Santa Fe, Honolulu, Seattle, Portland, 
Indianapolis, rural Vermont, Mexico and Spain. They have two sons: Nathan, a singer-song-
writer in Signal Mountain, Tennessee, whose latest album is “Black Crow Blue” (Stone Barn 
Records); and Jason, a trained ninja, who once helped guard the Dalai Lama and who works for 
the interactive media company, Unified Field, in New York City.   

 Mr. Bell has published twenty-three books. In 1969, he published the first of seven books 
of his poetry to be released by Atheneum. He has now published seven additional books with 
Copper Canyon, the latest of which, released in 2011, is Vertigo: The Living Dead Man Po-
ems. In 2011, he also published Whiteout, a collaboration with the photographer, Nathan Lyons 
(Lodima Press), and a children’s book, A Primer about the Flag (Candlewick).
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Cameron Scott graduated from Whitman College and received an MFA in Poetry from the Uni-
versity of Arizona. He is the poetry editor of Rise Forms, a contributing editor for Cheek
Teeth, and can be found occasionally at Sugar Mule as a Contributing and Guest Editor.

Dr. Ernest Williamson III has published poetry and visual art in over 320 national and interna-
tional online and print journals. He has work forthcoming in The Columbia Review, Bricolage 
Literary Arts Journal at the University of Washington, Amistad Literary Journal, and Indiana Uni-
versity Northwest Spirits Magazine. Visit his gallery: www.yessy.com/budicegenius

Mark Young holds a BFA in English from the University of Kansas and is pursuing his MFA in 
Poetry at Pacific University in Forest Grove, Oregon. His interviews, short stories and comics 
have appeared in The Door and in The Christian Reader. This is his first piece of published po-
etry. His latest work can be found in smart-aleck comments on Facebook posts.

Peter Sears’s latest book of poems is Green Diver from CW Books, 2009. He teaches in the 
Pacific University MFA in Writing program, and, for this spring semester, in the Portland State 
University MFA in Writing program. He lives in Corvallis, Oregon.

Sharon Harrigan’s work has appeared or is forthcoming in Slice, Pearl, Mid American Review, 
The Rumpus, Rain Taxi, and Prime Number. She has a B.A. in English from Columbia University 
and is an MFA candidate in fiction at Pacific University.

Robert Peake studied poetry at U.C. Berkeley and in the Master of Fine Arts in Writing program 
at Pacific University of Oregon. His collection Human Shade was selected by Marvin Bell as part 
of the Lost Horse Press New Poets Series.  Robert Peake was the Senior Poetry Editor of Silk 
Road Review. His poems have appeared in North American Review, Poetry International, Rattle, 
and two anthologies of Southern California poetry. He received honorable mentions in the At-
lantic Monthly Student Writing Competition, The James Hearst Poetry Prize, the Indiana Review 
Prize, and a Pushcart Prize nomination. He has given readings and lectures throughout Southern 
California. He currently lives in London. Robert writes about poetry and poetics on his website at 
http://www.robertpeake.comwww.robertpeake.com.

David Kann has spent a good deal of his life as an academic teaching about poetry. Through the 
intervention of some good friends of better intentions than common sense, he was encouraged to 
begin writing poetry. Having found that he felt more like himself when he wrote poetry than at 
most other times, he persisted. Currently, he is completing an MFA at Vermont College of Fine 
Arts and learning how to speak in his own voice.


