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     Foreword

    


    

     by Bono

    


    

     

      

       THE POETS WHO FILL

       the pews here have come to testify, to bear witness to the mysterious power of Rock and Roll. Their lives have at some point been upended by guitar, bass, and drum. They are evangelists and hopeless addicts…drunks in Leonard Cohen’s midnight choir, gate-crashers at Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve, whispering in high spirits. These men and women are rowdy but around the corner from tears.


     Rock and Roll is truly a broad church, but each lights a candle to their vision of what it is. Some write of their first love, some are still in love with their first love (I am one of those). It’s an unexplainable feeling like, Faith…It occupies a place that the less we visit, the less alive we feel. It is not about youth but the evidence of life.


     All the writers in Jonathan Wells’s Third Rail march to the tattoo best explained by Bob Dylan, “…he not busy being born is busy dying.” They know that demise starts with your record collection.


    


   


   

    

     

      Introduction

     


     

      by Jonathan Wells

     


     

      

       

        SAY YOU ARE WAITING

        at a traffic light on a city street at ten o’clock on a humid summer night. The air-conditioning in your car doesn’t work so the windows are rolled down. Another car pulls up next to you and the radio is playing Jimi Hendrix’s version of “All Along the Watchtower.” Loud. You listen to part of a verse then the light turns green and the car takes off in a blur. You are left behind mouthing some of the lyrics, “There must be some kind of way out of here / Said the joker to the thief…”


      Or your telephone company puts you on hold as you are waiting to pay the bill. A soundtrack comes on that has borrowed John Lennon’s “Imagine” without lyrics. You think to yourself how schmaltzy it sounds and supply the words yourself.


      A variety of everyday situations offers music you have heard before, with or without lyrics, slightly rearranged to sell something, to flesh out a film or television character, to tell you your phone is ringing, or to hold your patience. The music and lyrics float into your mind and just as easily drift off. This is not deep listening and yet it is ubiquitous, subliminal, and impossible to ignore.


      In many of these poems music and lyrics do the same. They enter suddenly, gracefully, and then vanish just as quickly. In Thom Gunn’s poem “Listening to Jefferson Airplane” the music arrives on the wind and departs the same way. In Stephen Dunn’s poem “Phantom” Bob Dylan races out of the radio and then fades away. This does not mean the song or singer is peripheral to the poem. Its appearance is as important as any other of its features.


      In some poems, the song is an instrument that delivers a memory back from a forgotten time of a person, place, or event. Although the poem is carefully staged these are not considered moments but are just as unavoidable as the ones that come from the car next door or being put on “a brief hold.” But they offer a more full-bodied experience. In Rita Dove’s poem “The Musician Talks About Process” the narrator remembers his grandfather playing spoons and how he played them and where and then describes how he plays them himself, which leads to his surprising conclusion. The poem follows a longer trail into the woods.


      Other poems are meditations on a song or a singer, descriptive or analytical. The subject is confronted and taken apart before being reassembled, as in Alice Fulton’s poem for Janis Joplin “You Can’t Rhumboogie in a Ball and Chain.” Fulton’s choices of language don’t just describe the voice and the singer, but evoke it and place it in Fulton’s context. In Campbell McGrath’s apocalyptic poem “Guns N’ Roses” only three minutes of a song are enough to make him remember the details of a specific time, with its distinctions, distortions, and oddities.


      Many of the poems ask or answer the question, What is music? Where does it come from? For William Matthews, “music calls us together.” In “Interlude: Still Still” by Robin Behn a boy looks for it inside a guitar sound hole where he had dropped a quarter as if it had been a jukebox. Outside Larry Levis’s window, “the music ends, the needle on the phonograph / Scrapes like someone raking leaves, briefly, across / A sidewalk, & no one alone is, particularly, special. / That is what musicians are for, to remind us of this.” And finally Franz Wright affirms what is beyond discussion, “Everyone agrees. / The dead singers have the best voices.”


      These poems display the range of music and an attention to it from acute listening to random moments as music appears and disappears around us. The lines of some of these poems may stay with you for an hour or a day. Hopefully, some of them will remain as long as the lyrics of songs that return without being summoned.


     


    


    

     

      Busking


     


     

      

       

        The day folds up like money


        if you’re lucky. Mostly


       


       

        sun a cold coin


        drumming into the blue


       


       

        of a guitar case. Close


        up & head home.


       


       

        Half-hundred times I wanted


        to hock these six strings


       


       

        or hack, if I could, my axe


        into firewood. That blaze


       


       

        never lasts.


        I’ve begged myself hoarse


       


       

        sung streetcorner


        & subway over a train’s blast


       


       

        through stale air & trash.


        You’ve seen me, brushed past—


       


       

        my strings screech


        & light up like a third rail—


       


       

        mornings, I am fed by flies,


        strangers, sunrise.


       


       

        KEVIN YOUNG

       


      


     


    


    

     

      Guns N’Roses


     


     

      

       

        I.M. TIM DWIGHT, 1958–1994

      


     


     

      

       Not a mea culpa, not an apology, but an admission:


       there are three minutes in the middle of “Sweet Child o’ Mine”


       that still, for all the chopped cotton of the passing years,


       for all the muddled victories and defeats of a lifetime,


       for all the grief and madness and idiocy of our days,


       slay me, just slay me. They sound like how it felt to be alive


       at that instant, how it was to walk the streets of Manhattan


       in that era of caviar and kill-hungry feedback,


       the Big Apple so candy-coated with moral slush and easy money


       even the corporate heavyweights could fashion no defense


       against decay, all the homeless encamped over cold coffee


       at Dunkin’ Donuts on upper Broadway, even McDonald’s


       become a refugee camp for victims of the unacknowledged war


       fought beneath the giddy banners of corporatization


       as the decade spun down its drain of self-delusion. Where do we go, where do we go, where do we go


       

        now?What a glorious passage, a shimmering bridge


       embodying everything rock and roll aspires to be,


       heroic and violent and joyous and juvenile


       and throbbing with self-importance and percolating


       with melodrama and thrilled and scared by


       its own anthemic power, by the kid-on-a-scooter freedom


       and the hill a lot steeper than it seemed at first glance,


       what the hell, rust never sleeps, live and let die, etc., etc.


       And whenever I hear that song, become, now,


       a classic of the genre, even as it suffuses me with nostalgia


       for those days of malt liquor and bbq chips,


       it gives me cause to think of Axl Rose in his purgatory


       self-assembled from paranoia and Malibu chaparral,


       wrestling exotic demons, kickboxing with Jesus,


       binding and gagging his women with duct tape in the closet,


       much the way the heavy metal mentality of the times


       seized and militarized his music, sonic warriors


       blasting “Paradise City” at the Panamanian dictator,


       “Welcome to the Jungle” for the Waco cultists,


       Slash and Axl circling the globe, leveling ancient civilizations


       with power chords and teenage emotions,


       from the Halls of Mentholyptus to the Shores of MTV.


       And if Axl appears almost Nixonian in his anguish,


       at least he is not Kurt Cobain, forsaken and baby-faced


       as J. Michael Pollard in the episode of Lost in Space


       where Penny goes through the mirror to a realm


       of demoniacal toys and that metaphysical bear-monster,


       cousin to the troglodytes that chased Raquel Welch


       up the cavern tree in One Million Years B.C.,


       death in its many B-movie guises, so much gaudier


       than the killers that walked the streets among us,


       the needle and the dollar, the gun and the rose,


       and the last time we saw Tim, at Bruce’s place


       in the Hollywood hills, he recalled the first time


       we’d all hung out together in New York, Halloween, 1985,


       provincial immigrants tossing back bourbon and tequila,


       Tim holding a bundle of Ecstasy for some dealer—


       a drug I’d never even heard of—which instead of trying to market


       he handed around with cavalier generosity,


       packets of powder doused in the tall cans of Colt 45


       we drank as we walked the streets of the Village


       amidst the disintegrating drifts and dregs of the parade,


       and finally a midnight show at the Ritz, some L.A. bands


       the girls adored done up in black-light fluorescents,


       dancing and stage-diving, jubilant and hallucinatory,


       getting home somehow on a subway serviced


       by orange-vested trolls before waking to cold sweat


       and hangover candy and a day of recuperation and the desire


       to do it all again. Because there was plenty of time,


       we knew, or thought we knew, or were simply too stupid


       not to know we didn’t know at all, time to waste or kill


       before the crashes and commitments that would doom or save


       or cast us back into the tide pools of the westering continent.


       Tim was still laughing, hauntingly frail, but what I thought


       looking out across the canyon was how badly


       Los Angeles had aged, wanton and care-worn,


       like a faded child star sickled with cosmetic surgery scars


       still dreaming of a comeback, still scheming and groveling,


       as if to prove that nothing really dies in America


       but is merely removed from the shelves for repackaging,


       coming back crisper and crunchier, cholesterol-free,


       as even Axl Rose is coming back with Tommy Stinson on bass


       and a sideman wearing a KFC bucket like a Spartan helmet,


       and I wish that I could lay the blame for Axl’s fucked-up life


       on the feral orphanhood of the Pax Atomica,


       the alienation of lives begun with no expectation of completion,


       it would be simpler that way, for all of us,


       but the world did not end in a vortex of toxic fire,


       the flying fortresses have returned from the stratosphere


       and the missiles endure their nightmares mutely in dark silos


       and we have no excuse but the arrogance of power for our narcissism


       and no solace but the merciless amplitude of our din.


       And that was it, the moment had passed,


       another gem or tear for the cut-glass diadem of passing years.


       Someone cranked the music up, someone made a toast


       to the pool lights and glitter. And then the Pixies


       begin some riff-rife, fully surfable rifle-shot of a theme song


       announcing the ironic revival of our childhood


       swaggering like Tony the Tiger atop a station wagon


       at an Esso station in 1964, Tony the Tiger


       back from the dead, eldritch and transcendent—


       rise, the immortals!—


       rise to grasp the silver handles


       of the casket in procession before us, Ultraman


       and Astroboy and Mr. Clean and the Man from Glad


       and Josie & the Pussycats


       on the Rose Bowl float with their God


       Bless America batons a-twirl


       and then—


       

        huh—


       cue the horns,


       take it down, break it all apart


       and start from nothing to garb our nakedness


       with sheets of beaten gold,


       cozen us with grieving blossoms,


       anoint us with honey in the dry riverbed,


       and tell me,


       o great devourer,


       o master of thorns and ashes,


       where do we go


       now?


       

        CAMPBELL MCGRATH

       


      


     


    


    

     

      An Elegy for Bob Marley


     


    


    

     

      

       In an elegy for a musician,


       one talks a lot about music,


       which is a way to think about time


       instead of death or Marley,


      


      

       and isn’t poetry itself about time?


       But death is about death and not time.


       Surely the real fuel for elegy


       is anger to be mortal.


      


      

       No wonder Marley sang so often


       of an ever-arriving future, that verb tense


       invented by religion and political rage.


       

        Soon come. Readiness is all,


      


      

       and not enough. From the ruinous


       dust and sodden torpor


       of Trenchtown, from the fruitpeels


       and imprecations, from cunning,


      


      

       from truculence, from the luck


       to be alive, however, cruelly,


       Marley made a brave music—


       a rebel music, he called it,


      


      

       though music calls us together,


       however briefly—and a fortune.


       One is supposed to praise the dead


       in elegies for leaving us their songs,


      


      

       though they had no choice; nor could


       the dead bury the dead if we could pay


       them to. This is something else we can’t


       control, another loss, which is, as someone


      


      

       said in hope of consolation,


       only temporary, though the same phrase


       could be used of our lives and bodies


       and all that we hope survives them.


      


      

       WILLIAM MATTHEWS

      


     


    


   


   

    

     The Musician Talks About Process


    


    

     

      

       AFTER ANTHONY “SPOONS” POUGH

      

     


    


    

     

      

       I learned the spoons from


       my grandfather, who was blind.


       Every day he’d go into the woods


       ’cause that was his thing.


       He met all kinds of creatures,


       birds and squirrels,


       and while he was feeding them


       he’d play the spoons,


       and after they finished


       they’d stay and listen.


      


      

       When I go into Philly


       on a Saturday night,


       I don’t need nothing but


       my spoons and the music.


       Laid out on my knees


       they look so quiet,


       but when I pick them up


       I can play to anything:


       a dripping faucet,


       a tambourine,


       fish shining in a creek.


      


      

       A funny thing:


       When my grandfather died,


       every creature sang.


       And when the men went out


       to get him, they kept singing.


       They sung for two days,


       all the birds, all the animals.


       That’s when I left the South.


      


      

       RITA DOVE

      


     


    


   


   

    

     Interlude: Still Still


    


   


   

    

     

      Inside the hole, where it’s yellow,


      the boy has dropped a quarter


      so that the guitar rattles


     


     

      when he shakes it by the neck.


      Knocks, scrapes, scars.


      So this is what music is.


     


     

      The wooden body is no longer


      bigger than his body.


      The strings, which, when


     


     

      he strums them,


      go on forever are forever


      wound around small pegs


     


     

      that creak like the ones


      they wrap the ropes around,


      there being an absence of


     


     

      able-bodied mourners


      to lower, with the softer machines


      of their bodies, the coffin down.


     


     

      It was a cold day.


      The boy had not been born yet,


      but stood among us


     


     

      warm in his round place.


      Then, from the distance,


      the bagpiper who’d been found


     


     

      in the yellow pages


      extracted the horizon note


      like a red needle from the sky.


     


     

      And so it was not with nothing


      human our friend was lowered.


      This is what music is.


     


     

      But how did it sound to the boy,


      The bladder of cries squeezed


      through the slit throat


     


     

      when there had not been anything


      yet to cry about?


      The solace of music is


     


     

      not that we recognize it.


      It is that the hearing


      comes from before and is wound


     


     

      around after. Between,


      our bad singing a stranger


      dozed, then bulldozed, to.


     


     

      At home, in its case, the guitar


      was hunkered inside the dark


      into which music goes,


     


     

      and the more particular dark


      from which music comes


      was inside of it.


     


     

      The sound hole swallowed and passed back


      buckets of silence


      until the inner and outer dark


     


     

      had the same yellow smell.


      This, while the song the boy


      would pay for waited, still still.


     


     

      ROBIN BEHN

     


    


   


   

    

     Decrescendo


    


    

     

      

       If there is only one world, it is this one.


      


      

       In my neighborhood, the ruby-helmeted woodpecker’s line


       Is all spondees, & totally formal as it tattoos


       Its instinct & solitude into a high sycamore which keeps


      


      

       Revising autumn until I will look out, &


       Something final will be there: a branch in winter—not


       Even a self-portrait. Just a thing.


      


      

       Still, it is strange to live alone, to feel something


       Rise up, out of the body, against all that is,


       By law, falling & turning into the pointless beauty


      


      

       Of calendars. Think of the one in the office closed


       For forty-three summers in a novel by Faulkner, think


       Of unlocking it, of ducking your head slightly


       And going in. It is all pungent, & lost. Or


      


      

       It is all like the doomed singers, Cooke & Redding,


       Who raised their voices against the horns’


       Implacable decrescendos, & knew exactly what they


      


      

       Were doing, & what they were doing was dangerous.


      


      

       The man on sax & the other on piano never had to argue


       Their point, for their point was time itself; & all


       That one wished to say, even to close friends,


       One said beside that window: The trees turn; a woman


       Passing on the street below turns up her collar against


       The cold; &, if the music ends, the needle on the phonograph


       Scrapes like someone raking leaves, briefly, across


       A sidewalk, & no one alone is, particularly, special.


      


      

       That is what musicians are for, to remind us of this, unless


      


      

       Those singers die, one shot in a motel room


       By a woman who made a mistake; & one dead


       In a plane crash, an accident.


      


      

       Which left a man on sax & another on piano


       With no one to back up, & hearing the news,


       One sat with his horn in a basement in Palo Alto,


       Letting its violence go all the way up, &


      


      

       Annoying the neighbors until the police came,


       And arrested him—who had, in fact, tears


       In his eyes. And the other, a white studio


       Musician from L.A., who went home & tried


      


      

       To cleave the keyboard with his hands until


       They bled, & his friends came, & called his wife,


       And someone went out for bandages & more bourbon—


      


      

       Hoping to fix up, a little, this world.


      


      

       LARRY LEVIS

      


     


    


   


   

    

     Cheers


    


    

     

      

       Already tonight I have lifted my glass to Jackie


       Wilson and to Gracie Lantz, the voice


       of Woody Woodpecker and creator of the taunting laugh


       according to her obituary in this morning’s paper.


      


      

       And now the wind is whistling at the doors and windows,


       straining to lift the roof off this house,


       and I am alone and casting about for someone else


       to toast, someone remarkable whose leaving


      


      

       shrivels the skin of the world. It could be


       a virgin martyr or exiled Ovid, or even Jackie


       Wilson again, the man no act would follow,


       not James Brown, not the Temptations, one of whom


      


      

       explained it was because he left a hole in the stage.


       The only toast that should follow a toast to the dead


       is a toast to the long dead, so up goes my glass


       to the first man ever to notice the outline


      


      

       of a bear in the stars one quiet night long before


       the wheel and shortly after fire. It is said


       that laziness was the mother of astronomy,


       and surely he must have spent hours on his back,


      


      

       hands pillowing his head, while his eyes


       connected the points of light with imaginary lines


       until a ferocious shape stood before him in the sky.


       I drink to the long wonderment of his gazing,


      


      

       the Nile of amazement flowing into the night,


       his hand moving up to cover his open mouth


       and still the wind is driving hard through the trees,


       knocking down the weak branches which I will


      


      

       gather in the morning and break over my knee


       for kindling; but the scene inside is composed,


       a tableau of bottle, vase, open book,


       a painting of a little ship framed on the wall,


      


      

       far from home in a churning sea and burdened


       with perilous cargo. I wander in the details


       of its sail lines and streamers flying from the masts.


       I see a man in the rigging, the red dot of his shirt.


      


      

       No wonder visitors always remark on this picture


       while I am out in the kitchen making their drinks


       and getting ready to propose the first toast,


       to hoist my glass to that dark, bearded man


      


      

       lying dumbstruck and reeking of woodsmoke


       a little distance from the mouth of his cave.


       Here’s to the bear he saw roaring in the heavens,


       to the ram, the tilted scales, the intricate crab,


      


      

       and the dippers pouring out a universe of ink.


       Here’s to Cassiopeia in her chair and chained Andromeda.


       Here’s to the wind blowing against this lighted house


       and to the vast, windless spaces between the stars.


      


      

       BILLY COLLINS
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