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The Virginia Foundation for the Humanities’ “VABooks!” suggests a book for
Virginians to read in common. This month, Eric Pankey—author of the five poetry
collections,  most recently Cenotaph—recommends Negative Blue by Charles Wright.

Charles Wright writes in his most recent
collection of poems, Negative Blue: Selected
Later Poems, which gathers poems from his last
three volumes: Chickamauga, which won the
Academy of American Poets’ Lenore Marshall
Poetry Prize, Black Zodiac, which received the
Pulitzer Prize for Poetry and The National Book
Critics Circle Award for Poetry, and Appalachia,
as well as a short section of new poems, entitled
North American Bear:

Give me the names for things, just give me their
real names,
Not what we call them, but what
They call themselves when no one’s listening—
At midnight, the moon-plated hemlocks like
unstruck bells,
God wandering aimlessly elsewhere.
Their names, their secret names.

The poem is called “The Writing Life,” and it
suggests that between the world and the names
we find to shape things, to label them, to moor
them, to own them, something rustles beyond
our grip, beyond our articulation. We might
prosaically call that something the spirit— at
once homely and mystical. I admire Wright’s
work for its continuing effort to give form to the
ineffable.

Negative Blue completes a trilogy of trilo-
gies— the first two being Country Music and
The World of Ten Thousand Things— which one
can read as lyric epic, a wholly American form
that marries the cataloging and intimacy of Walt

Whitman’s  Leave of Grass to the visionary
journey of Dante’s Divine Comedy.  Negative
Blue is lyric because its poems sing and beauti-
fully so, and epic because it catalogs the trials
and labors of one attempting to ascertain the
condition of his soul, as at the end of “Apologia
Pro Vita Sua”:

Affection’s the absolute
                                      everything rises to.
Devotion’s detail, the sum of all our scatterings,
Bright imprint our lives unshadow on.

Enough to say that now, the hush of late spring
Hung like an after-echo
Over the neighborhood,
                                     devolving and disappearing.

Easy enough, perhaps, but still true,
Honeysuckle and poison ivy jumbling out of the
hedge,
Magnolia beak and white tongue, landscape’s off-
load, love’s lisp.

Throughout these poems, many set in the
paradise of Wright’s own Charlottesville’s
backyard, Wright writes as a contemplative who
is not always blessed by the divinity he seeks, a
contemplative who at times wrestles with the
very God he cannot pin down: “God is the fire
my feet are held to,” he writes in “Ars Poetica
II” and in “Landscape as Metaphor, Landscape
as Fate and a Happy Life,” he says, “God knees
our necks to the ground.”
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J.D. McClatchy in a long review of this book
in Poetry writes, “The great long poems are
about the founding of a city, and Wright has
taken the rubble of his past to build the invisible

city of the soul.” That city is a place of amazing
radiance and the deepest shadows: full of lush-
ness and good humor, full of dark nights, full of
the fleeting moments that equal a life.


