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Introduction


In April 2002, I began writing “poems in the manner of” some of my favorite poets—the ones who had made a deep impression on me when I started writing poetry in college and the years immediately after. The idea took hold. By the end of May I had written drafts of poems provoked by Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Rilke, Hölderlin, Marianne Moore, Apollinaire, Mayakovsky, Auden, Gertrude Stein, and Henri Michaux. The pace slowed down considerably, but the idea never went away, and incrementally this book began to take shape.

Among the poems that triggered the project were two by Ted Berrigan in The Sonnets: “Poem in the Traditional Manner” and “Poem in the Modern Manner.” I had in mind the shibboleth that in the writing of poetry, to have a distinctive “voice” is everything. There is a counterview, demonstrated by Fernando Pessoa, inventor of “heteronyms,” that the poet should adopt as many names, personae, masks—call them what you will—as suits his or her personality.1 The larger idea is that style is misunderstood; it is not the end in itself but the means to an indefinable end that, as Wallace Stevens wrote in “Man Carrying Thing” (1947), “must resist the intelligence / Almost successfully.”

From the start I wanted “in the manner of” to be a flexible category embracing homage, parody, imitation, and appropriation, or combinations of these four things. Some of the poems in this book borrow lines or an organizing conceit from the poet named in the title. “Poem in the Manner of Bashō,” “Goethe’s Nightsong,” “Let’s Beat Up Some Beggars!,” “Zone,” “Hotel,” and “Brooklyn Bridge” are translations of poems by Bashō, Goethe, Baudelaire, Apollinaire, Apollinaire, and Mayakovsky, respectively. Inspired by a high-spirited effort by Larry Fagin, “Poem in the Manner of Max Jacob” retains the structure of the French original but Americanizes the content. Two poems exemplify varieties of the cento, a poem consisting exclusively of lines culled from earlier works.

As more poems were written, and a file became a manuscript in progress, I broadened the idea, writing poems “in the manner of” a period, a style, a mood. Not every effort worked out. I have written and shelved many more “poems in the manner of” than are included here. No matter how much time I devoted to them, I never completed to my satisfaction the poems I had set out to write in the manner of Blake and Coleridge, Emerson and Hart Crane, a Bessie Smith blues and an example of Japanese linked verse (renga). But my aim was not to be comprehensive in the manner of a certain type of anthology or critical survey but to honor my own influences and impulses in the hope that the end product warrants the reader’s attention. I wanted to make the case for the value of imitation as a creative strategy—and for the related idea that a formal decision may precede or even dictate content.

In addressing my influences, I veered from the strictly literary and turned to Freud among others. I have not resisted using ad hoc forms—the multiple-choice test, the piece of prose on the fence between a short story and an essay, the astrological profile—any more than I could resist writing a poem in the manner of a jazz standard. In the pieces on Hamlet and John Keats, the astrological terms are laid on pretty thick but tongue in cheek. The pieces proceed on the nervy assumption that the horoscope may resemble one or another of the “usual pastimes” that T. S. Eliot lists in “The Dry Salvages”: “haruspicate or scry,” “sortilege, or tea leaves,” playing cards, pentagrams, handwriting analysis, palm reading, and the “pre-conscious terrors” of the dreaming mind. As Eliot’s use of the tarot deck in The Waste Land proves, such pastimes may be a bust at prediction but may serve as the means of poetic exploration.

I hope I have produced a unified book of poems that conveys a thesis about the pleasures of poetic influence. If I have done my job, aspiring poets will look at this book and attempt their own poems “in the manner of” the poets they most admire. With this possibility in mind, and to provide an autobiographical context, I wrote the brief head notes preceding the poems.

The order of the poems is chronological by the date of birth of the poem’s designated precursor. Poems “in the manner of” something other than an individual writer were filed where intuition led.



1. I drew sustenance, too, from Valéry Larbaud’s nom de plume, Ezra Pound’s “personae,” and William Butler Yeats’s masks.



Part One



The unexpurgated Catullus is the most bawdy and profane of poets. He hurls insults with brutal candor and makes the reader feel like doing the same.
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Two Poems in the Manner of Catullus

1. To a Critic

You made the mistake of praising my pain,

Flavius. This the connoisseurs of cool,

whose approval you seek and shall never gain,

could not condone. You should have known better.

They made you feel like a fool.

You joined in the laughter but it felt bitter.

And ever since you have panned

all work of my hand

with the result that I, too, despise you,

and I do not wish you well.

Yet I took no pleasure when I heard Junius tell

Calista your wife had cuckolded you

with her yoga teacher the same week

you faced a tax audit and ate a steak

with a side of fried poison, missed your train

and lost your job. I feel your pain,

Flavius. Not even a shmuck

like you deserves such lousy luck.

2. To a Rival

More beautiful than daffodils

in February or the face

that is always turned away

from the earth was Diana

a dance major at the High

School of Performing Arts

whose legs were long when

skirts were short, and what

was she doing with you

Junius, lecherous bastard who

tried to fuck every girl he met:

how could she fall for your shit?

Though I was born with a stutter,

Junius, I will denounce you yet

and win awards for my oratory

in a full session of parliament


When Ezra Pound translated Li Po, arguably the greatest poet in China’s Tang dynasty, he revolutionized two things at once: the craft of translation and the tone of modern poetry. He set the precedent that allows poets to translate from languages they do not know.
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Poem in the Manner of Li Po

In the Tai-T’ien mountains

the master has gone who knows where

I search for his absence

With wine I, too, am absent

from the night
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