

[image: image]




PILGRIM,


You Find the Path By Walking




PILGRIM,


You Find the Path By Walking


JEANNE MURRAY WALKER


[image: Image]


POEMS


[image: Image]




2019 First Printing


Pilgrim, You Find the Path by Walking: Poems


Copyright © 2019 by Jeanne Murray Walker


ISBN 978-1-64060-008-9


The Paraclete Press name and logo (dove on cross) are trademarks of Paraclete Press, Inc.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Walker, Jeanne Murray, author.


Title: Pilgrim, you find the path by walking : poems / Jeanne Murray Walker.


Description: Brewster, MA : Paraclete Press, Inc., 2019. | Includes bibliographical references.


Identifiers: LCCN 2019002144 | ISBN 9781640600089 (tradepaper)


Subjects: LCSH: Pilgrims and pilgrimages—Poetry. | Sonnets, American. | Devotional poetry.


Classification: LCC PS3573.A425336 A6 2019 | DDC 811/.54—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019002144


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in an electronic retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher.


Published by Paraclete Press


Brewster, Massachusetts


www.paracletepress.com


Printed in the United States of America




FOR


Sophia, Adalyn, Lachlan, and Margaret,
who teach me new ways to find the path forward
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The moon and sun are travelers through eternity.


Even the years wander on. Whether drifting through life


on a boat or climbing toward old age leading a horse,


each day is a journey, and the journey itself is home.


—MATSUO BASHŌ




Paraclete Poetry Series Editor


Mark S. Burrows




PREFACE


My Pilgrimage With The Sonnet


Over the last decade I have felt troubled by the flatness of much contemporary American poetry, my own included. When you get tired of your own voice, as one of my teachers used to say, go back to the old masters. Their strategies will sound innovative. So I reread Shakespeare, Donne, Herbert, and Milton, not to teach them, but in the spirit of an ordinary reader seeking wisdom and pleasure. I was as dazzled by their exuberance and wit as I had been the first time I read them. How different they were from contemporary American verse. What the older poets had in common, of course, was form. All of them wrote sonnets with athletic, pithy, memorable, nuanced iambic pentameter lines. Their efficient, witty language felt catching the way laughter can be catching.


I assigned myself the task of learning to write sonnets. Ten, I figured, would be a good number. Each sonnet only needed fourteen lines of iambic pentameter arranged in a pre-fabricated rhyme scheme. One hundred and forty lines, at most. How hard could that be?


It was hard. But once I caught on to how, writing them became one of the great pleasures of my life. I began to wonder why my experience of writing the sonnet was so sustaining. Why have so many writers used the form in so many languages? In English we have been writing sonnets for five hundred years. But, as I knew, it was Petrarch, an Italian, who first popularized the form as he traveled around Europe in the fourteenth century. I became curious enough about Petrarch to read his sonnets, translated into English of approximately the same period by Thomas Wyatt. I even tried, a couple of times, to read Petrarch in Italian.


By the time I was discovering the sonnet, “free” verse had been around for a century. The poets who had labored to learn the tools of the poetry trade, including rhyme and meter, were long gone. Free verse, itself, had become an orthodoxy taught in most academic programs. It demands practice and skill and occasionally wit, but not the kind found in John Donne’s lyrics or Shakespeare’s sonnets. In truth, I love many Modernist and some contemporary poems written in free verse. But most of them are not memorable. That is, I literally cannot remember and quote them. Most of them (even the ineffable lines of Wallace Stevens) do not engage my body, either, the way iambic lines do, lines that imitate the beating of a heart. Moreover, the reign of free verse has produced a lot that sails under the flag of poetry but turns out to be prose cut into short lines.
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While I was thinking about all this, I was invited to teach poetry writing for a month in Orvieto, a walled hill town in Italy—where the sonnet was invented—in the culture that nurtured the young form. Many mornings that spring, trekking on the town’s cobblestone Corso to poetry class, watching new leaves unfold, I’d think of Petrarch, who was born in Arezzo, just a few towns to the north. He probably visited Orvieto.


In Orvieto most people speak only Italian, so my life became a silent retreat. Of course, sometimes I talked. I taught poetry writing (in English) three hours a day. But I didn’t have time to stream American news. At the tiny supermarket, Meta, every package, every box spoke a language I didn’t know. I didn’t know how to ask the clerks to translate. I couldn’t even eavesdrop on people chatting to one another in the street. I could barely order dinner in a restaurant. I had stepped out of American hyper-news-time into silence. The town became for me a portal to a different species of time, a new kind of reflection.


In this village, life rhythms seem governed by the seasons. Window boxes blaze with red and purple flowers from April through October. By late November, shop windows are filled with Christmas wreaths and lights. Thursday and Saturday mornings, farmers sell seasonable vegetables and fruit, cheeses, and meat in the Piazza del Popolo. Ancient citizens who grew up here toil up and down the Corso to shop for dinner, to share coffee with friends they went to school with 60 years ago. Trendy young mothers play with toddlers in the kids’ park, where they themselves once played.
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