Event Outline: An Alice James Quartet (1/28/22)


Remarks from Carey Salerno:

Hello and welcome to An Alice James Quartet.

I’d like to thank AWP for its support of this reading, the press, and our authors and to thank to our incredibly talented poets for reading today: Jeffrey Thomson, Shara McCallum, Sumita Chakraborty, and Rosebud Ben-Oni. They all have new books out, so be sure to hit the bookfair and check them out at booth 947 while you’re here in Philly. 

Alice James is one of the oldest independent literary arts publishers in the country that is solely dedicated to supporting poets and their poetry. While Alice James’ commitment to publishing women writers was of immense focus at the press’s very inception, this mission has expanded over the years to include and represent an ever-widening range of voices in this country that don’t get the attention they urgently deserve.

The press is also known for its collaborative spirit, which applies to all aspects of the book production, from cover art to the editing and proofing rounds. We also have an incredible editorial board that reads for the Alice James Award and chooses books for publication via togetherness: conversation and consensus.

As you’re about to hear, AJB poets represent a broad swathe of aesthetic styles and voices. 

We say Alice James publishes books that matter. And what does that mean to us? What does it mean to you? 

Alice James is a press that believes in the strength of storytelling and that poets play a pivotal role when it comes to leading the important conversations we have as people. The collections we publish tell stories that are so much bigger than a book on its own. 

In its 49th year, AJB is all about the mission we were forged by: giving voice to writers with something urgent to say and publishing books that matter by poets who inspire us. 

Every day, we are connecting readers and writers, which might sound like a simple endeavor, but at the heart of this matter is building a better world with books. We know that readers are more empathetic, more caring, and highly emotionally intelligent people. 

The kinds of books we publish are meant to push readers into understanding things about themselves and others more deeply, more holistically, and in a way that is less about differences and more about what brings us together.

I hope everyone in this room will feel or see something in a new way because of a poem they hear today. Enjoy the reading.




Poems by Jeffrey Thomson

The Foot of Mary Magdalene

silver, glass, bone 
     
in the church of San Giovanni Battista, Rome

When they were set afloat 
in a boat without sail or rudder 
in the sea off of Galilee— 
their lord dead, risen, and gone— 
it wasn’t a metaphor. 

The sea shone hot and greasy 
with summer. Fish perhaps 
leapt up ladders of their own 
bodies to climb into the mouths 
of Magdalene, Lazarus still
stinking of death, and Martha, 
her servant heart waiting 
to be called. 
Some people say 
they landed in Ephesus, that place 
of mystery. Some people say 
Magdalene landed in France 
and lived thirty years in a cave.
Was fed bread and water 
through the window by Martha 
until her body became a box 
of glass.
    Or she was raised 
into the sky by an angelic chorus 
and fed the nectar of heaven 
that tasted of certainty and stone.
Or she traveled to Rome and
brought an egg to Caesar 
Tiberius. A red egg. Rebirth 
and all that.
          But after her death 
they divided her, these 
same people, a tooth there,    
a jawbone here, her arm 
in London. Here in Rome, 
the bones of her foot. 
The reliquary elegant—
thin and silver-bronze 
as scales, frozen and glamorous 
as a fish made of dawn.
Such division was unsurprising,
Really, the pieces of her spread
far and wide. Mary, she 
had grown used to it. 

But back in the boat, 
their feet burning on the hot 
staves, they are still wondering, 
the three of them, where they will 
land, what they will do without him.
The hot sun, the water, and still 
the fish leap into their mouths 
like answers to questions 
they have not yet learned to ask.


The Fingers of Doubting Thomas 

	iron, glass, wood, bone

	in the basilica of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, Rome

what children’s faces 
he stroked with them
what fires intended or fruit 
he plucked then peeled 
and he dripping with nectar 
what fish what bread 
what olives what wine 
what careless feeding

what dogs he scratched 
their ears their hides 
what cattle what cats 
what donkeys what palms 
their clattering fronds

what shit what piss 
what wind what air 
what seawater and sky 
what blood what bruising 
cut open to reveal what 
what scars like white ropes 
what hammers what nails 

what women he’s been inside 
their mouths their cunts 
what does he do wrong 
what spices what dust 
what dirt what doubt 
what stone what death 
what story what tongue 
what gods he touched 
what bodies what wounds


Han Solo in Carbonite


	“I will not give up my favorite decoration”
—Jabba  

he adorns the wall in the palace with a small regalia of dials and knobs is well-lit gallery style is elegant is tasteful he has found a small peaceful alcove of his own heroism to hang in in a beautiful stasis that lies opposite the gore and tilt of his everyday life for he has run every day from the empire of his own choices his whole legend a version of the word escape we have all watched so many times we know the story by heart so when he walks into that contraption at the end of the film the descent into flashing lights and smoke into technology and Chewbacca howling we see it is his last free step even though he will escape the carbonite and return he is still in this moment in this moment he is art in a lonely lovely alcove of a desert palace


The Tale of the Grief Stopper

	A stone created by this river is called the pausilypos. Anyone grieving 
who finds this stone is immediately relieved of the pain which holds him.
—Pseudo-Plutarch

On the day another boy
was shot, I took a stone 
from this river. On the day
I heard his name, I lifted it.
I held it.  It glittered
in the summer sun. 
Aspens fluttered. 
Cicadas thrummed.
I caressed its small, soft
skull. The boy was six-
years-old. He was 
at a garlic festival 
when he was shot. 
Greeks placed bulbs 
of garlic on cairns 
at cross-roads—a gift 
for Hecate—as protection 
from demons. 

It was the son of Poseidon 
who threw himself 
into this river, it is said, 
when his own son marched 
against his neighbors 
and was killed. He was
held down by water, 
by the water’s hands
which are not hands 
the way water is not grief.
His grief turned the river. 
Now all we have are stones. 
They are hard and small 
like something in my shoe. 
Like someone is walking 
on my soul. He was six-
years-old. The river 
is dry now. 
The water is gone. 
Aspens quake 
in the bright air. 
Cicadas crackle. 
All that’s left 
are stones. 



Found Poem for the First April of the Pandemic

golden shovel-sonnet for Samuel L. Jackson and T. S. Eliot


In the airport parking lot with ice shelving off the cars, I 
want to wake to a dream of summer blazed with have
and hot blossom, an orchestra of insect sex cascading. I had
hope once.  It melted into the bodies of those I loved. It 
felt like wind ceasing—the way that silence starts with
stilled breath, startles in my imagined gardens of aloe and these 
magenta torches of wild ginger. All this is hard on you, mother-
to-my-child; you hold onto things the way the scent of fucking
lingers in damp earth. The smell of the body that snakes 
through ferns coiled and unfiddled in the resting beds on
the edge of the yard. We are the corpse in Eliot’s garden, this
unripe-fruit of a body blooming and abandoned. Oh, mother- 
to-the-future, we are long gone from that fucking 
paradise and hope grows distant as a departing plane.


How We Survived

We locked the doors and let nobody in—Ellen Bryant Voight, Kyrie

The virus began in an animal, perhaps a bat. 

We spoke to each other in the small mirrors of our phones. 

We locked the doors. We let nobody in.  

By this time, the Achaean army had been camped on the beach outside the walls of Troy for ten years.

The virus contains spike proteins, armatures that it uses to grab and penetrate the outer walls of cells. 

We baked a small acreage of bread. We built palisades of wine bottles.

The Trojan walls were built by Poseidon.  It was said they could never be breached by an enemy.

The spike protein has a grappling hook that grips onto host cells and a cleavage site—a molecular can opener that allows the virus to crack open and enter.

We locked the doors. We let nobody in. 

Calchas, the seer, knew the past and the future.  He knew why and what was to come.

It starts with a fever, a dry cough, and then, later, shortness of breath.

Achilles asked Calchas for help—he asked, why? but not what is to come? No one wants to know that.

Our body senses a foreign invader.

We distanced ourselves like fields of grass. We quarried isolation.

The Greeks—you know this part—built an enormous horse and filled it with their bodies, filled it with their ten-year rage.

Fluid builds in the lungs as the virus replicates and breaks open more and more cells.

The Trojans took the horse inside their city.

Fever. Difficulty breathing. 

We built walls. High walls. We thought they were unbreachable.

Multi-organ failure, respiratory failure, septic shock.

The horse unbuckled itself in the dark.  The Achaeans flowed out with their fires and their swords.
	



Poems by Shara McCallum

No Ruined Stone
May 2018: to Robert Burns, after Calum Colvin’s “Portrait of Hugh MacDiarmid”

You saturate the sight
of those who come after, poets
and painters alike. Your words invade
my mind’s listening, manacle
my tongue when I try to speak
on all I backward cast my eye
and fear and canna see.
Who would I have been
to you, what stone
in the ruined house of the past?
In this world, I am unloosed, belonging
to no country, no tribe, no clan.
Not African. Not Scotland.
And you, voice that stalks
my waking and dreaming, 
you more myth than man,
cannot unmake history.
So why am I here 
resurrecting you to speak
when your silence gulfs centuries?
Why do I find myself 
on your doorstep, knocking,
when I know the dead
will never answer?
Springbank

Place of memory now in ruin.
This point overlooking the sea,
this cliff, this perch, paradise
to none but one who came
imagining he could be lord, could be
unmoored from class and caste.
The way past is always the way
through. After sea, overland
we traversed mountain, rocky passages
flanking us, abutted by gullies,
oversized plants casting their shadows.
The horses’ hooves trod and trod
until stone gave way to field,
and we entered the valley, approaching
the Great House from behind.
That first sight rises still in my mind,
bodying forth false promise.
Leuk twice or ye leap ance echoes,
now fruitless. O, what foolishness
lies in the heart of man, gleaming
wish to be more that waits
for its chance to pounce and savage.
Springbank

Was all the world I’d known.
A child there, I was hers, Miss Nancy’s kin,
no matter this skin, these eyes belonging
to his face. Your father could not
look at you without seeing disgrace
was the only answer she’d relent to offer.
Even when her life waned, she would not
unlock the past, tell me what she’d said
that made him let us go, why he paid
and paid to send us away and away.
We left first for Kingston, and a door
closed behind us, a door
I was never meant to open again.
In Kingston, my grandmother was passed off
as my slave. By the time our ship docked
in Greenock, she was my servant, and we
threaded into a tale, so tightly
woven, no one would guess my origin.
What she sacrificed was everything 
of herself to see me freed. But my father?
You kent him and his world so intimately
what I’ve surmised will be no surprise.
What Douglas understood was expedience.
I was simply evidence. I needed to be erased.
Memory

my first was sound
brought forth from her hands
wielding an axe
severing the necks of fowl	
rending flesh
from bone that sound
torn from a throat
the cry she’d made
as a child rendered orphan
					stolen across an ocean 
hungering to feed
ceaselessly to feed 
the second was
no sound
but fire 
kindled of her hands
lighting kitchen walls
dredging blood
from the sea’s memory
blood 
tilling soil 
blood
not even rain
that falls and falls
without end
not any water
we cross
any riverbed
stone
can absolve  
No Ruined Stone
May 2018: for my grandmother

When the dead return
they will come to you in dream
and in waking, will be the bird
knocking, knocking against glass, seeking
a way in, will masquerade
as the wind, its voice made audible
by the tongues of leaves, greedily
lapping, as the waves’ self-made fugue
is a turning and returning, the dead
will not then nor ever again
desert you, their unrest
will be the coat cloaking you,
the farther you journey
from them the more
distance will maw in you,
time and place gulching
when the dead return to demand
accounting, wanting
and wanting and wanting
everything you have to give and nothing
will quench or unhunger them
as they take all you make as offering.
Then tell you to begin again.



Poems by Sumita Chakraborty

TBA

Poems by Rosebud Ben-Oni

TBA



Q&A session: At the end of the event, there will be time for a 5-10 minute Q&A session. Please pass the wireless microphone to the person posing the question or please repeat all questions into one of the wired microphones. 


Proposed Moderator Questions:

How does a poem begin for you? What is the impulse that brings you to the page?

I’m interested in the process of innovation for each of you, not in the sense of creating something new but in regards to gathering information, researching, reflecting, which all contribute to shaping a poem. How do you come to arrive at the allusions, facts, and other pieces of information that become a part of the poem? Does how you see them change over the course of writing a poem or a book?

Memory and biography can play an essential role in bringing poets to the page, but we know poems are not memoirs or regurgitated facts. When in this territory, how do you negotiate truth as it relates to life facts and book facts? 

Can you talk about what it means to be an AJB poet? What, if anything, does that mean to you as a writer?
You all have received great praise and attention from peers, critics, and fans alike. In all of the rightful and deserved praise, what is one thing you think people might miss about your work? Or, how do you see your work vs. how you see it described?

Follow-up questions will be asked as part of this fluid discourse.

Responses of each participant to moderator questions will be spontaneous but pertain to the readings they performed during the event and their newest collections of poems. Presenters might answer questions about craft, poetics, and/or subject matter as presented in their readings.


CLOSING

Wrap up and thank you for attending. We hope you enjoy the remainder of your conference!


