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Place has been on my mind lately. This past summer with two of my children I went to Calabria
in the south of Italy to find the village my grandfather left early in this century. Serrastretta is
a lovely and lonely town high in cloud-clothed mountains. We found peasant women, dressed in
their traditional black costumes, drawing water from the well, and old men playing cards in the
square before the ancient church -- everyone’s eyes flashing that natural suspicion of the
strangers who had come a great way merely to see them. We also found juke boxes containing
contemporary American rock music, and even video games. Amid the contradictions of this
beauty, only some of it unchanged from feudal times-- the accents of the folk, the neat terraces
of their gardens and olive groves -- we found a place where more than anywhere else on earth
we belonged; vet at the same time, a place where we did not. Place remains for me a series of
contrasts: the states of mind over matter, and the matter not even mind can change.

I do not for a moment believe that there exists an identifiable "Western Reserve poem" or
"Cleveland poem" or "Ohio poem" that speaks a unique language; I do feel, however, that poets
are uniquely qualified to portray a sense of their place, to fashion from river and field, high-
rise and vacant lot the stuff of symbol and myth -- something as real as geography. A poem
arising out of Ohio, or the Western Reserve, carefully conceived, can be like nothing else. It
means, I am convinced, to live or to have spent time in some place. In the final analysis, we are
where we are.

You might expect Wordsworth’s Tintern Abbey or Mount Snowden, the New Englands of
Robinson, Frost and Mary Oliver, James Wright’s seedy Ohio River neighborhoods, Richard
Hugo’s ghostly Montana towns, the Mannahatta of Whitman and the Paterson of W. C. Williams to
be places so limiting -- delineated as they are by exact degrees of longitude and latitude -- as to
curtail severely the effects of the poetry such poets make of such places. But we are in so many
ways creatures of sense that just the opposite takes place in the poem that employs the natural
power of the sense of pace. Such locales can animate and be animated by their poems so greatly
that each particular becomes the universal, each specific the mythic, each place the only place.

In the successful place poem the poet takes to heart the lay of the land, photographs with the eye
and sketches with the hand each landmark, breathes the air and tastes the water, places his or
her ear to the ground and listens.

Of course, place can be here and there. Thirteen years ago, as a student, I left this country for
the first time and went to Ireland. I walked the O’Connell Street of Leopold Bloom’s Dublin and
felt closer to the Euclid Avenue of my native Cleveland; scaled the heights of Yeats’ Knocknerea
and Ben Bulben and understood better the hills around Bellefontaine and Athens; slogged over
the peat bogs of Seamus Heaney and thought of flowering beanfields around Medina and Marion.
I still bear on my tongue the sweetness of the cream, the rank perfume of burning turf and tepid
stout. The same words, but changed utterly. If I had three lifetimes to write through I could
never get it all down. Such going to other places makes poets of us all. Returning home, like
Whitman from New Orleans, we find we have found our tongues.

To the ancients each rivulet, grove and tor was divine, or at least magic. Pliny writes of a
spring sacred to Apollo. Each taste of its waters inspired priests to prophecy but shortened their
lives. Diodorus of Sicily speaks of a lake not far from my own Erie: "Whoever has drunk of it
falls into a frenzy and accuses himself of every sin committed in secret." Even the Hebrew god
lived on a particular mountain, and his people were promised land. The good poem of place
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