
From Writing the Australian ('rav'lby William Stafford

What It  Is Like

Poetry is the kind of thing you have to see from the corner of your eye. You can be too well
prepared for poetry. A conscientious interest in i t  is worse than no interest at al l .  as I bel ieve
Frost used to say. lt's like a very faint star If you look straight at it you can't see it, but if you
look a l i t t le to one side it  is there

If people around you are in fbvor, that helps poetry to be,to exist I t  disappears under disfavor.
There are things, you know, human things, that depend on commitment; poetry is one of those
things lf  you analyze it  aw'ay, i t 's gone. It  would be l ike boil ing a watch to t ' ind out what makes
it t ick.

l f 'you let yourthoughts play, turn things this way and that, be ready for l ivel iness, alternatives,
new views, the possibi l i ty of another world -yoLl are in the area of poetry. A poem is a serious
ioke, a truth that has learned iui i t .stt.  Anyone who breathes is in the rhythm buiiness; anyone who
is al ive is caught up in the imminences, the doubts mixed with the tr iumphant certainty, of
poetry

lntroductron to Si nce I iae I ing_l.s I ii t'.st

When language breaks loose l ike this-

Now that the moon is out of a job, i t  has an easy cl imb,
autumn nights, over empty farms where a family could l ive,
or down city streets, or wide over the forest-al l  the st i l l
viol ins before they are carved-, on those paths only air ever
uses. . .

--when it  rambles along with words and pictures homogenized in the mind's blender, strange
things happen. Lines on the page may blunder into each other's sound, and even modern readers
nray their breath into paths our parents fbllowed befbre we weie born.

It is as i f  the ordinary Ianguage we use every day has in i t  a hidden set oflsignals, a kind of secret
code. That code can touch into lif'e a pattern in our feelings, a pattern not ordinarily roused by
eventsthat just  huTryten.becausewhat justhappensis toorandomtobr ingaboutsusta ined
f-eelings But some language may start experiences that resonate with theself,  with the beinq we
have beconre amidst our apparently randonr encounters with this al iel world.

Poems don't just happen. They are lucki ly or stealthi ly related to a readiness within ourselves.
When rve read or hear them, we react. We aren't just supposed to react-anv poem that asks for
a dutiful response is masquerading as a poem, not being one. A good rule is--don't respond
unless you have to. But whett you find you do have a response-trust it lt has a meaning

About tat lucky or stealthy quali ty in poems. i t  is easier to assert that there must be some
profound relation between the reader and the poem than it is to prove what that relation is; fbr



human responses may be teased forth so originally, so variously, that we do not need to know at
first-nor do we actually have to be sure, ever-what the connections "really" are. The
important thing is the feeling, not the points that we can list to account for how we feel.

For a poem is not the end, but the beginning, of an excursion Back and forth we go-scenes,
impressions, ideas. All sorts of quick glimpses occur to a hearer or reader. Some of those
glimpses are quickly dismissed as random or uninteresting, but some lead richly onward. And the
initial attitude toward those reading-glimpses is an attitude of welcoming: there must be some
reason for whatever occurs to you.

Writ in-q and Literature
Sonre Opirtiotr.s

A writer is a person who enters into sustained relations with the language fbr experiment and
erperience not available in any other way.

An editor is a f i iend who helps keep a writer from publishing what should not be published.

A reader is a person who picks up signals and enters a world in language under the guidance of
an earlier entry made by a writer.

Literature is not a picture of l i fe, but i t  is a separate experience with i ts own kind of f low and
enhancement.

Anyone enters that world of writing or literature by writing or reading. venturing forward part by
part. unpredictable part by unpredictable part.

So f lowing and ongoing is this way of entry that one could become a writer merely by l i t t le
additions to ordinary language-adding a paragraph to each you normally write could lead you
by l i t t le steps into increments of correspondence and induct you into awrit ing career.

The literary word is a community in that one interchanges with others naturally and becomes an
insider, not by deals and stealth, but by a natural engagement with the ongoing work of other
writers, editors, and publishers.

What one has written is not to be defended or valued. but abandoned: others must decide
siqnif icance and value.

Other thou-qhts from Staflbrd

Writers are persons who write; swimmers are (and fiom teaching a child I know how hard it is to
persuade a reasonable person of this-swimmers are persons who relax in the water, let their
heads go down, and reach out with ease and confidence

You start fwriting] from an assumption of relation, and your experience with the language is a
continuous erperience with more or less similar sounds.



Consider some implications in writing and in interchanging about it; for instance, a student
brings something to discuss, saying, "l don't know whether this is really good. or whether I
should throw it in the wastebasket." The assumption is that one or the other choice is the right
move. No Almost every'thing we say or think or do---or write-comes in that spacious human
area bounded by something this side of the sublime and something above the unfbrgivable.

We must accustom ourselves to talking without orating, and to writing without achieving
"Paradise Lost." We must forsive ourselves and each other much" in our writine and in our
ta lk ing

I now ask you how to write a poem, and you begin to explain. You send forth many speculations
and reasons; you watch them go. No matter how fast and how far they go, it is never enough.
They never catch the actual poem, and they never come back...

I'll try several blunt statements about that process [the creative state of mind and writing],
always realizing that it is too odd for neat fbrmulation.

First- intention endangers creation. True, intention seems to work well in some kinds of
projects, where we want to prevail in a hurry, where we are colnpeting

Second-lt's like this. how you feel can lead to a closure not related to any other end that
its own satisfaction. I 'm not sure the phrasing is helpful, but "periphery ofjustice" is my
groping attempt to establish some kind of terminology forthat feeling you have when you
go along accepting what occurs to you and finding your way out somewhere to the rim
where you are ready to abandon that sequence and come back and start all over again.

Third-when I said that I would go back and dismantle the l ines of my poem, i t  might
sound as if I were discrediting what the lines said. No, I feel that I was somehow
aflrming those l ines, discovering their real, internal source.

The spir i t  back to al l  I 've said is this: an intentional person is too efl-ective to be a good
guide in the tentative activity of creating

A poem today is anything said in such a way or put on the pag0 in such a way as to invite from
the hearer or reader a certain kind of attention.

The role of the writer or reader is one of following, not imposing.

The action of writ ing, lbr instance, is the successive discovery of cumulative epiphanies in the
sel{.s encounter with the world

Poetry locates with th-e individual and in the individual 's own choices and responses.
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A Way of Writing

A writer is not so much someone who has sometnryfg
say as he is someone who has found a process that will
bring about new things he would not have thought of
i f  he had not started to say them. That is,  he does not
draw on a reservoi
,
s_tqle1_Iegrn!, ess.avs. pla)ts, laws, philosophies. re-

ligi.gALor-but rvait!
Back in school, from the first whcn I began to try to

write things, I felt this richness. One thing would lead
to another; the world would give and give. Now, after
twenty years or so of trying, I l ive by that certain
richness, an idea hard to pin, difficuit to say, and
perhaps offensive to some. For: there are strange implica-
t ions in i t .

One implication is the importance of just_pjgft

receptivitv. When I rvrite, I l ike to have an interval
before me when I am not likely to be interrupted. For
me, this means usually the early morning, before others
are awake. I get pen and paper, take a glance out of the
window (often it is dark out there), and wait. It is
like fishing. But I do not wait very long, for there is
always a nibble-and this is where receptivity comes in.'
To get started I will acceul anything that occurs to me.



Something always occurs, of course, to any of us. We
can't keep from thinking. Maybe I have to settle for
an 

- immediate impression:  i t 's  co ld,  or  hot ,  or  dark,
or bright, or in betweenl Or_well, the possiblit ies are
endless. If I put down something, that thing wil l help
the next thing come, and I 'm of}. t1-1 l.t tf,. p.o..r,

not  at  a l l  in
@ rhese thi"s;;a;;1.il;l

tls$tlg-.1-it--m
c!!-qlye-d-q-Ugnltjfat ecqur ta me are clearlv relatJ
Thev lead by themselves to I19IL J9n!gqt94!-&me--
times the language, even the , it"Ut", tn^t h"pp." 

"1"";.

as they may be, are someho* .o.,r..1.d. And if I let

that no iudgment &rt  ut  rh. ;r"*e"t

new, something that has not been judged before. Latei
others-and maybe I ml.self_witt mat<eluagments. Now,

IriT":^.::,:ng 
to discoue'. .\nv distractiJn mav harm

the creatinrrr€ ur eal lng.

uurcs rne ranguage,  even the sy l lab les that  happen a long,
-uy r,ut, u
something waiting in my mind, ready for sustained
at tent ion.  At  such t imes,  I  a l low mysel f  to  be e loquent ,
or intentional, or for great swoops (Treacherous! Not
to be t rusted!)  reasonable.  But  I  do not  ins is t  on any of
that; for I know that back of my activity there wil l
be the coherence of my self, anri that indulgence of my
impulses wil l bring recurrent patterns and meanings
again.

If I let th.- ,t.ffi initial re_
ceptivity, then, there is another re.diness, I must be

i,ory

will ing to fail. If I am to keep on writ ing, I cannot
bother  to ins is t  on h igh standards.  I  must  get  in to act ion
ald not  le t  anyth ing stop me,  or  even s lorv me much.  By
"standards" I do not nlean ..correctness"_spell ing,

punctuation, and so on. These details become mechan_
ical for anyone who rvrites for a while. I am thinking
about  such mat ter t  ^

splqglhrs

This attitude toward the process of writ ing creatively
suggests a proUtem :ggq!*ofu&l "thg5 

lqy

t
I stilt ,, ti ir''n.

-urt ir,r irt thut I u- oft.r,bffi "1f, ' ' '

l ' 
-Iw^na}t*

r  do not  know what  I  am going to sa) .  and then I  f ind cJ l " i , . ,
@e t. sav.'rhat p..Jffftffi- or-Au-
@ by skil-What can I^witness about an*it? It remains mysterious, just as all of us must feei 

l

puzzled about how we are so inventive as to be able to
talk along through complexities with our friends, not
needing to plan what rare are going to say, but never

ltalled for long in our confident forward progress.
Ski l l? I f  so, i t  is the ski l l  we al l  have, sometl i ing weLust
have learned before the age of three or four.

A wri ter is one who has becomc accustomed to

Yet another attitude I fina;Acessary: most of what
I write, like most of what I say in casual conversation,
lvill not amount to rnuch. Even I will realize. and even

. 
So, receptive, careless <lf failure, I spin out things on

, t ' t .  ou*. .*O u.*  i
3':gu
.;ustrlrcation: it occurs to me_. No one-else..ffi iEa;

;
ffi
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A strange bonus happgns_,*fut tirlres. without my
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at the time, that it is not negotiable. It wil l be l ike
practice. In conversation I allow myself random remarks
-in fact, as I recall, that is the way I learned to talk-
so in writ ing I launch many expendable efforts. A
result of this free way of writ ing is that I am not writ ing
for others, mostly; they wil l not see the product at all
unless the activity eventuates in something that later
appears to be worthy. My guide is the self, and its ad-
venturing in the language brings about communication.

inv i tes a l ina l ,  dual  ref lect ion:
1 .

in anv- usr.lal sense. Tlrgv are simpl!. engaged in sustaiiEd
use of a language skill rve all IavE. tneir 'E-reations"

pylses that wiII, with trust, fiq4_g..4:1"!u1-putjg!!$ut

.:

Writing the Australian Crawl

Our daughter Kit, six years old, stands by the l ighted
dashboard talking to Daddy as he drives home from a
family trip to the beach. The others have gone to sleep,
and Kit is helping-she talks to keep me awake. The
road winds ahead,  and she bubbles a long,  composing
with easy strokes, imagining a way of l i fe for t l 're two of
us.

We'd have a old car, the kind that gets
f lat t i res, but inside would be wolfskin
on the seats and warm fur on the steering
wheel. and wolf fur on al l  the buttons. And
we 'd l ive in a ranch house made out of
logs with a loft  where you sleep, and you'd
walk a l i t t le ways and there'd be the farm
rvith the horses. We'd drive to town. and
rve'd have f lat t i res. and be sort of old.

This art less bit  of talk is a cue for my contention that

the rvriter, l ike the talker who finds his best subject and
responds eagerly with his whole self, can easily pour out
a harmonious passage; writ ing, l ike talk, can be easy,
fast ,  and d i rcct ; i t  can come about  through the impuls ive
following of interest, and its form and proportion can
grow from itself in a way that appears easy and natural.

ele satisfyine.
Z. g"t w.iti"g ittelf e human

activities. There is scope for individuality, and-iiiti6n=;
an4 discoverv, in writing. For the person u'ho follows
with trust atrd forgiveness what ogc-m

J xhaustible envi-
ronment, with the combined 

"i"idnessTfE-i,cluiil-ty
"".1 -
between experience and thought. writers have rnor.

. Th6;;;G;;$F
unexplored realm of human rision.
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The Pracdce of Composing in Language

ffi !i ;: il.:,,""" i'",*.,.T,ilt Xfi:'-::t*lidentify pattern results; but back o"t .,u_.nury state-ments there hovers a whole ocean of tentatives in theconsciousness of the writer.

'-jll€19-4ly_@_lno^', of -"i*, ililil* oooffin l t l e s .

3llept what .*.,

"rgh,

typed, helpfully, as "English" or "American"-the
writer's own voice, the voice of his family, the voice
of the neighborhood-those successively larger areas of
relation bear on the feeling at the moment of composi-
tion; but large influences, national tendencies, or
tendencies of 

. i 
perioc in l i terature have much less

significance than do close , local nudses from dav-to-dav

margin toward the right, with options for breaks or for
cont inui ty  conte r-
toward the right margiir thc l ine geis, the more crucial
the passing of each option-and the length of proximate
lines wil l also be influencing rhe writer.

Placement-the end of a l ine, for instance-makes a
difference, but sometimes the difference is small; even
if no lalse,--.rnr little pause, occurs,lbg&fg$ {gglilg
of the poem will susfatn_a,sylgSpqgn. Similarly, the
close of a verse paragraph or stanza will invite its own
cluster of options-definite closing, hovering motion
leading to the next stanza, or possibly even a felt leap
without a pause. But even to violate a usual pause is
one kind of experience. The writer wil l be working in
the presence of all sound effects. There is no escape
from such effects, in either direction-toward a pattern
that appears to l imit choices, or away from a pattern
that seems to neglect sounds. They are there; they
make a difference.

But to live your writing }ife by assuming that certain
"norms" have been estabiished and thereby made
operative for any writer-such a ltance reverses the
actual: uglt@; if a group or
a tradition recognizesicertain opportunities and makes

31o 
t.,:ti.,g, Jhut bu.kero.rnJ oiffi'

f Yef*l'.'.,*h ot"uillTlill Io.ut famitv a;rr""t"lf**9

('rrrc rao.r,. r^_ __ ::r:" 
*i,l willing i.,uol*_ilf ul-ways ready for somethjng to happ.., it ua may be a firsttime, not a repetition of solmethiffi;;r, accomplished.

Ready for adventure, the write; ,uitr, ' i ., the presenceof the impending language: many things happen. Theencounter with the language is too inaiviaual to be_____
From Agenda.
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that recognition into a "norm," the range of options is
not changed. Anyone may come along and mov€ into
composing the language by me ans of hints and hunches
that occur to an individual. AII of our friends have
norms and other habits; but the part of an artist is to
make any present action the occasion for emergence
from present potentials. Norms are for talking about
art; opportuni;ies are for artists. And back of any
"norm" is speech; how talk goes wil l l ive-whether
neglected by intent or not.

Any break at a l ine, any caesura, any surfacing of
natural syllable intonation-these are all a total of
language-feel that the writer orchestrates according to
what comes along in the act of composing. There is
no syncopation impossible; the total effect in the ex-
perience of the writer at the moment is totally in
command.

So, everything makes a difference: a word at the end
or beginning of a l ine is different from a word elsewhere
in the l ine; any syllable that customarily gets slurred
in speech carries at least the ghost of that slurring into
the most formal context; any emergency in the throat
is an event in the poem. To change apything-the length
of a l ine, the sequence of pronunciation of syllables
by reversing words-anything-wil l influence the feel
of the language.

In such an ocean of mutual influences, the trajectory
of acceptance for certain practices-pentameter, the
vogue of it, for instance-wil l vary in steepness and
significance. Pentameter wil l not come or go away just
at the whim of a writer, who may do l ines by fives or
not by fives, but continues to engage with readers who
will put the pentameter overlay onto anything heard,
or wil l shy from that overlay. And rhyme-no one can
escape similar sounds, or make hearers accept patterns

J 4

beyond thei r  hear ing readiness '  One who composes in

language moves in the presence of sound' more or

less similur sounds; moves in the presence of speech

sequences; breathes vrith a set of muscles that wil l

clutter or enhance the ever-varying physical presence

of  lar tguage ef f&ts.

One who composes in language contronts oPpor-

tunity too varied for f ixed rules, or for violation of

rules: from the emergency' of thc encounter emerges

the new real izat ion,  the now Poem'
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