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observing that in a more intangible way,
the Mahatma’s final stand remains to
this day a source of inspiration—as was
brought home to Lelyveld during a visit to
Bangladesh in 2008. In Dhaka and Noakh-
ali, Lelyveld found people who remem-
bered the Mahatma with reverence.
Gandhi’s final fast was not directed
against the British raj; rather, it was de-

signed to pressure the government of in-
dependent India to be less mean-spirited
in sharing assets with Pakistan, and to
treat its own Muslim citizens with digni-
ty and honor. The Mahatma had long had
a premonition that he would be killed by
an assassin’s bullet. When that moment fi-
nally came, it was a Hindu extremist who

pulled the trigger, believing Gandhi to be

pro-Muslim. The “great soul” fell with the
name of the god-king Ram on his lips. U
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books include A Hundred Horizons: The In-
dian Ocean in the Age of Global Empire
and the new His Majesty’s Opponent: Subhas
Chandra Bose and India’s Struggle against
Empire, a study of his great-uncle.

Poetic Paschen

The Chicago poet has spread the good wordings

via book, CD—and subway.

OET ELISE PASCHEN ’81 certainly

grew up in an artistic home. Her

mother, Maria Tallchief, was the

first American prima ballerina:
from 1947 to 1960 the beautiful daughter
of an Osage Indian father and a Scots-
Irish mother was the star of the New
York City Ballet. Tallchief and principal
choreographer George Balanchine were
married from 1946 to 1952, but Paschen
is the only child of Tallchief and her sec-
ond husband, Chicago contractor Henry
“Buzz” Paschen. As a girl, Paschen did try
ballet, briefly, but “knew at a young age
that I wanted to be a writer,” she says. She
recalls reciting Blake’s “The Tiger” for her
mother at the age of eight. “I lived in my
imagination,” she says, “and loved writing
poems, short stories, plays.”

As author of the collections Infidelities
(1996) and Bestiary (2009), Paschen has
evoked poignant moments, feelings, and
ideas in lines crafted with lapidary care,
working in traditional meters and forms
and often using rhyme. Among poets she

Wiy don'l we cruise
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admires is Richard
Wilbur, A.M. *47, JE
50 (see “Poetic Patri-
arch,” November-De-
cember 2008, page 36);
he returns the regard,
writing that Pascher’s
poems “draw upon a
dream life which can
deeply tincture the
waking world.” He
observed of “Okla-
homa Home”—a quiet,
haunting verse that
draws on the poet’s
Osage ancestry—that
it “magically and mov-
ingly enters the con-
sciousness of another person in another
time and place.”

Paschen also helped bring the poetic
art to millions of listeners and readers
through her work as executive director
of the New York-based Poetry Society of
America (PSA) from 1988 until 2001. In

Elise Paschen

1991 she secured an international grant
from the National Endowment for the
Arts to send two poets, both Native
American women, to England on a reading
tour, and went with them. While traveling
by Tube in London, Paschen looked up to
see a seventeenth-century sonnet by Mi-
chael Drayton—*Since there’s no
help, come let us kiss and part™—
displayed in the car, and imagined
something similar in New York
City subways and buses. She dis-
missed the idea as unrealistic, but
several months after her return
to New York, got a call from New
York City Transit: its president
had been traveling in London,
seen the Poems on the Under-

ground displays, and wondered

This Poetry in Motion poster
offers a Chicago-specific version of
Paschen’s poem “Taxi.”’
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if the PSA might help start an analogous
initiative. Poetry in Motion, launched in
New York in 1992, went national in 1996,
spreading to more than 20 cities. By 2001,
Paschen says, “We were reaching more
than 13 million people a day with poetry
in subways and buses across the country.”

When she ran the PSA, Paschen’s ambi-
tion was “to put poetry at the crossroads
of American life, to make poetry visible,
to make poetry accessible.” Since then,
she has edited a series of print antholo-
gies: Poetry Speaks, Poetry Speaks to Children,
and the most recent, Poetry Speaks Who I
Am; all three include CDs of poets reading

“We reached more

than |3 million people
a day with poetry.”

their works, as well. The first two made
the New York Times bestseller list, “which is
unheard-of for poetry,” she says, and each
sold more than 100,000 copies. Since 1999,
she has continued her poetry-fostering
mission by teaching in the Writing Pro-
gram at the School of the Art Institute of
Chicago.

Paschen was fortunate in her men-
tors. At Harvard she studied with Sea-
mus Heaney and Robert Fitzgerald, and
was poetry editor of the Harvard Advocate.
“You should go to Houghton [Library]
and look up Yeats’s manuscripts,” Heaney
told Paschen at one point. She did. “I dis-
covered how extensively Yeats revised
his work,” she recalls. “At the time, as a
sophomore, I would write a poem and I
thought I was finished with it—that was
it! Seamus very gently nudged me to real-
ize that I had to work on my poem and
craft it. That moment influenced the rest
of my life as a writer—I revise copiously.
But it also awakened in me a passion for
William Butler Yeats. I went to Oxford
after Harvard and did an M.Phil. degree
in twentieth-century literature and wrote
my D.Phil. dissertation on Yeats’s revi-
sions.” With Fitzgerald, she studied ver-
sification, which she compares to a pia-
nist practicing scales. “Everything I write
is in some form, or meter, or rhythm, like
iambic tetrameter,” she says. “I'm now ex-
perimenting with prose poems, but it is
challenging; I enjoy writing in a set form
because it allows me to work in a confined
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some target in her per-
sonal landscape. Infidelities explores both
the pleasures and hazards of eros, while
the poems in Bestiary take animal life as
both their ruling metaphor and, quite
often, subject. In traditional forms like
the sonnet, villanelle, and even the an-
cient Eastern ghazal, she plumbs primal
themes: birth, death, sex, parenthood,
aging. At times the poet’s Osage heritage
shines through the words, and one finds in
her language the kind of hard-won grace
her mother achieved in dance.

~CRAIG LAMBERT

Chapter
& Verse

Correspondence on
not-so-famous lost words

More queries from the archive:

“The dawgondist skaw/that a man
ever saw/l saw on Vesuvius side/as |
wandered one day/in the middle of
May....” (From a poem, possibly by
the American artist and writer Peter
Newell, describing the 1872 eruption
of Mount Vesuvius.)

“What was Karl Marx but Macaulay
with his heels in the air?”

“What the rugged soil denies/The
harvest of the mind supplies.” (Attrib-
uted to “a sweet New England poet.”)

“Reflecting one night on the pains
and toils...encountered by those in
search of what this world calls Plea-
sure...l had resolved to quit my native
land forever...and in some remote
country...to establish a new charac-
ter.”” (A passage copied into a com-
monplace book kept by a merchant
seaman from 1849 to 1852.)

Send inquiries and answers to “Chap-
ter and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7
Ware Street, Cambridge 02138, or via
e-mail to chapterandverse@harvard-
mag.com.






