
With Frederick Seidel, near the Matterhorn, in 2020 

"To our Jewish Guests: Please take a shower before you go swimming. If you 
break the rules, we are forced to close the swimming pool for you. Thank you for 
understanding." [Sign posted by the management of the Paradies Hotel, in the 
Swiss Alpine village of Arosa, August, 2017] 

 

I don’t read poetry unless I have to, which  

would be when a guard from Penn is pressing  

a knife to my throat in a penitentiary, where I  

am residing for protesting some Poetry Institution.  

He orders me to squeal, again and again, that I, too,  

dislike it, that I wish I were a poet, but I am not.  

Well, once I was with Fred Seidel, in the Alps,  

at a ski resort, our goggles were plastered in dust,  

but we didn’t care; we knew the sun, presently,  

would melt the white, and our vision be 20/20,  

like Gertrude Stein’s, in her 20s. The waitress  

was a giant. She said: Mr. Seidel, would you sign  

my book, kindly, a translation of your Triple 

Crowner into Deutsch, by the translator, into Polish,  

of Paul Celan? My Name is Lilly, and we do  

request Jews to take a shower here at the Inn before  

entering the pool, if you could mention this to your  

solemn companion, who for some reason is writing  

this down, what is wrong with him, it is all most  

disconcerting. Yet in any case, and if you will pardon 

the non-syllogism, we have always wondered why  

you never once referenced Vietnam in your misogynist 

poetry of that era. Then she left on her clogs. We  

drank schnapps. Fred half pointed toward the great  

window: Why, that looks just like good old Ashbery  

in his 20s! Our goggles were now obsidian and  

clear, as the sun was setting behind the great peak,  

making this Ashbery figure look quite ecliptic, 



with a corona seeming to flicker around his  

dark edges, as he bent over a moleskin, writing,  

in a fury. Behind him, beyond the glass, rose das  

Matterhorn, howling in its hooded grief for the  

world. Well, what if it is John Ashbery, I said. What 

if the war hasn’t even started yet? Would you do,  

in that case, what you did all over again? Not  

on your life, said Fred, as the man who looked  

like his great rival, in his 20s, turned our way  

shyly, hopeful, perhaps, or lonely, or maybe both.  

Poetry makes nothing happen. It is a dead hound’s 

lice-filled mouth. That will be €100 million, said  

Lilly, Thank you kindly for your business all these  

years, and may god bless everyone. 

--Kent Johnson 


