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An early, prescient poem states much of the terrain Lewis Warsh’s poetry will cover: 

 

Someday I think it will 

Be possible again, in snow, 

To vanish 

Like electric wires carrying 

Messages to the west… 

“The California Poem” 

 

Distance dreamed seems to be the métier Warsh consistently works. The West Coast from time to time 

reminding us, and him, that he, we, are travelling. The cover collage to the selected, like most collages, 

is a confusion at first. And, as with most collage, there will be one image overpowering and feeding the 

rest. Here, in “Untitled” we see the human heart, then its ventricles like so many canals or avenues 

leading into colors and named (“US Mail”) human readables thence taking up their articulation within 

the gestating assembly. 

A “selected” is, of course, the articulation of duration. Time, in a Warsh poem, consistently moves from 

one “set-up” thematic, only to be all but swallowed by the next perception, observation, thought or 

surmise. The result: a pleasurable confusion and overlap of forms, each added to the stew. 

 
This is what I learned this year 

“What I learned This Year” 

 

And that seems, in the end, to sum up not only Warsh’s sense of the poem, congealing in the early 

stages of his writing, but in our own time too, as we keep on track to place the historical context for our 

sense of the American post-whatever poem. Every context conceivable came forward, as it were, “way 

back then.” 

The interiorizing of external things is evident from the beginning. As if we could not have ever begun 

without the doubling the physically doubling-over on ourselves: 

 



With my feet in my brain which is running without me 
And my body which is trailing behind 
Like running is supposed to mean faster 
Like running is supposed to mean faster 
But no less wonderful than finally slowing down 
Drawn like a magnet to the point I’m at anyway 
Running and stopping at the same time and finally 
And finally, not even out of breath, and not even running. 

“On Running” 

 

Out of these early poems comes the direction of Warsh’s prosodic development. And as Ted Berrigan 

alluded to regarding Warsh, the explicit out of the implicit. Or the reverse, whichever. Warsh’s prose, as 

evinced by his collected stories (One Foot Out The Door) as well as his novels, shows this constant 

transposition within the line. It’s as if we are inside the writer’s mind even as the externality of 

observation and explicable detail continues the tale—always in hand. 

So, over time I want to assert a kind of community of writing and consciousness at work in Warsh’s 

selected poems. Moving further toward the present, and as he himself makes note in the intro, the 

preoccupation with seriality of said written details and segments and moments—became his primary 

concern: 

 
“I was more interested in the adjacency of the different sections, not so 
much the hidden narrative, and each of the sections was written at a 
different time and arranged at an ineffable moment when everything felt 
right.” 

 

Early, but really a middle period of time, or what I think of as the 70’s-80’s as, now, the residual 

occurrence of the self-conscious composer—we all get gassed still from this, where the poem itself is 

speaking its own occasion without so much as the world to stand in for in that moment. This “problem” 

that arose in poetry, American poetry, is one of intimacy, even tho it has in a very eager way to do with 

the world, that largest of all contexts, that globalization of its so-called contents. It’s a problem precisely 

because it will get stuck in a school or personality—an intimation—of authority. 

Modernity as that pronounced, say, by Joyce as “Agenbite of Inwit” and which, without making too 

much of it, seems to really resound within the New York School, here keeps an intimate world in focus 

by connecting the thought of writing a poem with the changing re-focus of that intimacy as it moves out 

into contemporary contexts. The problem is how “far out?” 

 
… my most recent stuff which fits into a series or written on my last trip … 

“1000 Poetry Readings” 

 

First contractions 

First snowy 

Night, I packed my 

Suitcase, started car 



 

The baby dropped into 

Place, in my mind 

A halo above his or her 

Face, I thought of people 

 

I’d call or write to 

With the news, no baby 

Yet in crib I leaned over, still 

To stare into tightly shut eyes 

 

Of unseen sleepy baby, not yet 

“False Labor” 

 

Directions to how lives come at us from prescriptions Warsh seems to take in stride. In other words, the 

coming into being of a simple adjustment to being, as in the title poem “Out of the Question”: 

 

Don’t think things out in your head 

Ahead of time. You know what 

You’re doing to say before you do, 

But until you say it do you know it’s true. 

 

As if we were merely waiting for someone to take us by the hand, guide us into the truth of our being 

here—not as alien creatures—but as beings who just want to connect with what they already feel is in 

the world. I think poetry, when it sees itself as this legacy of guidance, understands its purpose as well as 

inspiration or so-called afflatus. To re-intimate the contemporary, not to own it or take it away, but to 

give it to itself. More than any other preoccupation it might have with form or meaning in the abstract. 

There is, of course, a desire to turn all this intimacy into gold. So it’s important to not underestimate 

what Warsh alludes to in his introduction: 

 
“Arranging is sometimes more interesting than writing and often seems like the key to 

making something happen. The goal is to create an illusion of unity, but there are fissures 

where the connectedness disappears…” 

 

There is in the placement of the chronology of selected books here a real rift between The Corset with 

its roman a clef to a certain body awareness/poem awareness and the subsequent Avenue of Escape. 

Constraint of form, for Warsh, is not so much the perfection of the fetish of constraint, rather the 

expression, the flowering of the variant ways we might live out the implied (unpollinated) knowledge 

that satisfies any form the text might have likewise demonstrated. 

 

 



LVI 
The study of fetishism was motivated by the desire 
To erase it 
 “The Corset” 

 

Surviving to write another day. 

Who is this “I” in Warsh’s poems, the one who does so willingly traverse the form of a list as much as the 

forms of a lyricism or narrativity? Who is this new character the “colloquium” of contemporary poem-

making—with its scenes and its movements or cities or arguments—conjured? 

 
                           …  If 
I spoke (spontaneously) from the heart 
I knew I could get her attention. … 

“Different Trains” 

 

If the modern form of selection is the key to Warsh’s “I” (as it is with us, admit it) then the forms are 

equally broken-hearted. The persistence of this melancholia sounds from time to time, beginning to end, 

in Out of the Question. 

 
11. 
Every place is the same. You can’t 
Travel far enough away from yourself 
To make it seem any different. Sometimes 
I fly away but only half of me is there, 
…. 
Overjoyed at being accepted, 
But it’s only a vague sense of longing 
That keeps the place soaring about the ground.  
A feeling of antipathy lingers in the air. 
I get off the plane and no one’s there. 

Ibid. 

 

The sense of composition—its wonders and its solutions as well as its central, heartfelt predicament, the 

existential surround—is imprinted not by social stigmata nor even the rational answers to an irrational 

world, more that it is s, and revealingly so the moment we attempt to articulate anything whatsoever.  

 

…on the way home we stop in Washington Square Park where I meet Bruce and his 

daughter. He’s completely gray but still handsome. I know he’s been in jail but we 

don’t talk about it …. 

“Maybe You Can Define Love In Terms Of What It Isn’t” 

 



We step off the plane of a past, a reality, a person and a time and place having left an entire set of 

worlds behind, in the clouds or in the terms we’ve come to accept as universal. It’s almost a primordial 

alienation that keeps working Warsh’s poetry alongside his observing “I”. 

 

   … —I had other things to do 

jobs to earn money to ear and pay rent 

I wandered through the world with dignity, saying hello— 

And then taking your hand—or goodbye, and grasping your shoulder 

In a friendly way … 

 Ibid. 

 

I think we all are heartened by this fact and it’s the reason one continues to put together, like Lewis 

Warsh and thru his patient example, “the monster of kindness that turns our heads”. The compelling 

time that we would read the face of his poem as it blends with our own sense of the ultimate poem.  

Certainly, here is a trustworthy guide thru the otherwise confusing chaos of ourselves and the 

“question” the world brings to the multiplicity at work in poetic culture. But beyond that, and the fact 

“Out of the Question” raises a selection of the best in all of us as human plotters in the poem, the title 

suggesting once again that we see ourselves most intimate with that open context—at a remove or even 

out of it as the body would let us in on.  

 

Now I will know myself 

In the broadening vision of things that have already 

Happened, and steal away past the abandoned 

Factories until the river melts like burning cotton on 

The other side of the road, and all the buildings 

Of brick and tenement slide into the gully 

Across the bridge. 

 

Let it be known that the bridge was built by people you don’t know, that “all things flow” to the surface 

On the edge of the sky, holding it in place 

Like the stars hold your face in a container 

Of happenstance without consequence 

Or desire. 

“The Flea Market In Kiel” 

 

Whether a legitimate question or not, we still have a connectedness to the poem we won’t encounter 

but in what we find there. What is most interesting, however, is the longing this collection creates for 

want of all the other Warsh poems that have been left out of it. 

 

1. 
Miracles of incidental longing 
Fill in the blanks. … 



Ibid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


