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Rita Dove
Poet at the Dance

ROBERT McDOWELL

wira povi served as Poet Laureate of the United States and
Cansultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress from 1993 to
1995 and was reappointed Special Consultant in Poelry for
1989-2000. She is the author of seven books of poetry includ-
ing On the Bus with Rosa Parks (W. W. Norton & Company,
1999), Mother Love (W. W. Morton & Company,1995), and
Thomas and Bewlah (Cargegie Mellon University, 1987}, which
recelved the Pulitzer Prize. She is the recipient of the 2001 Duke
Ellington Lifetime Achievement Award in the Literary Arts, the
1986 Heinz Award in the Ars and Humanities, and the 1996
Hational Medal in the Humanities. She lives in Charlottesville,
Virginia, with her husband, Fred Viehahn, and daughter, Aviva,

ROHERT MCDOWELL i5 8 founder and editor of Story Line Press,
His most recent boak of poetry, On Feol, in Flames, was pub-
lished by the University of Pitksburgh Press in 2002,
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saw rra pove and her husband, Fred Viebahn, dance for
I the first time on Christmas eve, in 1984, 1 fell in love, As |
loved them before, | suppose it would be more accurate 1o say
that T fell in love with them all over again. In the words of
Theodore Roethke, they were dancing macl. 1t was the first of
several annual gatherings we shared in Santa Crug, California,
at the historical-landmark house of the poets Georpe
Hitchcock and Marjorie Simon, which we were house-sitting
while they wintered in Mexico,

Huw often, among the vast number of poems in our time
about other art forms, have the poets excelled at the forms
they wrote about? It isn't pecessary, af course. At times, too
much self-involvement can degrade a poem. But Rita Daoves
poems about dance educare and excite us. They do so in part
because Rita is a brilliant dancer, a showstopper, They do so
because dance, like poetry—Ilike song— occupies a central
place in the poet’s life.

Settle in then, and learn, as 1 did, more about dance than
vou thought you'd ever know. As you read Rita's extraordi-
nary respoenses, and read her poems, Ull be surprised if vou
don't start tapping vour feet and feel the urge 1o be lighter, to
move a little.



Rita Dove: Poet at the Dance

Robert McDowell Can you talk a little about the move-
ment of dance, and the movement (as in line to ling, image fo
image, idea or thing to idea or thing) of poetry?
Rita Dove Poetry is a kind of dance already. Technically,
there’s the play of contenmporary specch against the bass-line
of the iambic, but there’s also the expression of desire that is
continually restrained by the limits of the page, the breath,
the very architecture of the language—-just as dance is lim-
ited by the capabilitics of our physical bodies as well as by
gravity. A dancer toils in order to skim the surface of the floor,
she develops muscles most of us don’t even know we have;
but the goal is to appear weightless. A poet struggles to render
into words that which is unsayable—the ineffable, that which
is deeper than language—in the hopes that whatever words
make the final cut will, in turn, strike the reader speechless.
In“Bolero,” for example, the rhythm of the dance is dupli-
cated visually on the page, with ane extremely long line fol-
lowed by two short lines in an approximation of the “sdlow /
quick-quick” of this very slow and sensuous dance. 1 wanted
the reader to be stretched out to the limit of the page, and
only then snapping back to the left margin——to reality? back
to carth?—where he is allowed to take a breath (e, the
stanza break) before returning to the fray.

McDowell Can you tell us about your personal history with
dance, both.as a participant and viewer?

Dove In African American culture, dance has always beenakey
element—a communal activity that soothed and united all levels.
Everybody was expected to know how to dance, which usually
meant hand-dancing (jitterbug or shag}, as welt as whatever new
dances came along on the R&B scene. T grew up believing that
any get-together was a good enough excuse to dance.

Although my older brother and 1 watched American
Bandstand during our early teenage years, Soul Train was our
weekly TV ritual, because the dancing there wiis more ¢xuberant,
mor¢ in-your-face, more demanding, The highlight of the show
was the actual soul train, where couples would form two parallel
Iines, male and female; as they reached the head of the ling, they
would merge and dance down the gauntlet while the others
clapped and shouted their approval or eriticism. Each couple
would try to outdo the other, and in this painfully public crucible,
new moves, styles, even entire dances would be forged.

So I danced all through college, at parties and in the dor-
mitory hallways—-but it was of the shuffle-and-bop-to-the-
beat variety. When T went to graduate school, I walked into
my first student party at the lowa Writers” Workshop and was
shocked to find everyone just standing around ralking!

McDowell Were there professional dancers or a consistent
love of dance in your family while you were growing up?

Where does this fove of ballroom dancing come from?

Dove There were no piofessional dancers in my famity, but
my husband and I have been doing ballreom for about five
years nnow. A week after our house had burned down—it had
been struck by lightning, which was pretty bizarre by itselt—we
were still combing through the ashes when our dear neighbors
came by with tickets to a benefit dinner that weckend. “Go get
yourself a gown; Fred, buy a tuxedo,” they said. “We're all going
dancing.” It felt miraculous to preen, wondrous to 2ip into fab-
ric that gleamed and slithered. And later, when the band started
playing and a couple floated by our table—there’s no other
word for it—and everybody agreed that we'd always wanted to
learn how to do batlroom, someone said, “Well, why don’t we?”
So we all signed up for a free introductory lesson at the local
darice studio. Fred and 1 were the only couple who kept at it.

McDowell Tell us about your writing process. Docs writing
about dance change the way you tactically work through and
revise a poem?

Dove My writing process is a bit odd, because | work with lots
of fragments (from different poems) for a long time before any-
thing coheres into a presentable piece. Tmay start with aline that
T know will appear in the middle of the poem, so Twrile it down
in the middle of the page (college-ruled notebook paper, usu-
alty). Other lines may gather around that original, or I may skip
to the beginning and work unti} [ am stymied, at which point |
will turn to another collection of fragments—too early to honor
them with the term “draft”—and work on them until T reach a
dead end there, too, The process is similar to assembling a jigsaw
puzzle,and yet I don’t skip around willy nilly—TI'li tend a partic-
ular corner of the poem-to-be until Pve exhausted both it and
me. In time—days, weeks, months-—a draft will emerge, and
then another, and another, until I can'see the entire picture, and
then the polishing begins. It’s a nerve-wracking way to work,
because I have to dwell in possibility, walking through the valley
of the shadow of failure, for a long time before anything hap-
pens that others could call Process. Bur 've found it’s the best
way for me to cultivate the uncons¢ious connections a bit longer,
and it often happens that several poems will complete them-
selves in the charmed span of a single week.

The only change in the creative process Pve seen with the
dance poems comes with the luxury of writing within a frame-
work—each dance has a distinct feel, an imbedded cadence that
will suggest a certain shape or sithouette on the page. That
frainie, however, can also become a gallows, “Fox 'Trot Fridays”
was the first in the groups it wrote itself rather quickly. After that
felicitous birth, I imagined writing a poem about each type of
ballroom dance——waltz, tango, quickstep, rumba, cha-cha,
mambo, samba, swing, even paso doble. And then, of course, T
couldn’t write a word, because [ was trying to wrile about
dance, not get inside the dance. When [ began to appreciate the
technical intricacies of each style—not just the pattern “quick-

AMERICAN POET Fall 2003 33



quick with a / heel-ball-toe” but the rise upon tptoe that occurs -~

between the slow count and the first quick in fox-trot, for exam-
ple, or the gradual lowering from tiptoe that one executes in the
second half of the thitd beat in the waltz—only then did
“Amcrican Smooth” start to shimmer into being. My scaffolding

was to provide a humble description of the dance technique~+= -

what each part of the body should be doinmgfmeasured out pre-
cisely, without emotion—in the hopes of finding the poem’s
true desire, to achieve flight of consciousness, a lifting of the
spirit as well as of the hurman form. The political implications of
the American brand of smooth {which allows the partners to
do more open work as opposed to the more restrictive interna-
tional standard), has suggested, in turn, different avenues to

pursue in other poérms that are not printed here?”

McDowell In “American Smooth,” you refer to dance move-
and “ecstatic mimicry.” Pain and dxsgu}se, supremeeffort and
the mask. These appear to be recurrent conditions explored
in your work. How does dance, as a catapulting subjeet,
change your perception of pain and nimble artifice?

Dove To quote Paul Laurence Dunbar, “We wear the mask.”
I grew up with that reality. In a society that could not be
trusted to be fair, you'd be a fool to show all your cards, to
reveal your weak epots As l’ve grown older, T have tried to be

Loroiiary cavcat,_ though. Asl struggled to work through my
own shyness—oh, how horribly self-conscicus I was!—1
began to realize that perceptions shaped reception: If T imag-
incd everyone was looking at me critically when [entered a
room, 1 would behave in'a way that might evoke critical (or at
least curious) stares; if 1 let my struggle show, othersmight be
uncomfortable watching that struggle and therefore make the

task just that much more fraught with anxiety and difficulty. —

McDowell T admire the edginess, evén the bluniness of
“Brown.” Could you elaborate on “the difference I cause / when-
ever L walk into a polite space.. . "2 Tam thinking of the condi-
tions creating that “difference;” and the ways that poetry, song,
and dance, for that matter, have empowered you,

Dove Anyone beariﬁg avisible difference to the mainstream '
society cannot decide when to be noticed; attending a party is to
bringan active presence to the composition, and there is no relief
tobeingina crowd. Like most African Americans in academia, it
is ot unusual for me to be the sole “representative” of my race—
and 1 use that word del ilwerately, since often the gazes T must nav-
igatte through will register me as symbol first, especially the gaze

frum a stranger or someone not very famlh ar with me.
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“ing mught or opening act? -

- kertiel had nestled inside me for so ANy years . .

entrance: shoulders back armlmg, iookmg several pmplc
deliberately in the eye, introducing myself with a hand-
shake-—in other words, confronting the observer so there
would be no chance to be confronted with any evidence that
1was being viewed as “the black woman iirthe room” [n ball-
room dancing, however, provoking stares is a good thing.
Egocentricism is the privilege of the dancing couple, who
wants all eyes to be trained on them as soon as they cross the
threshold. 1f P'm feeling shy, I never wear neutral colors—give
me red or lime or turquoise!

My poém “Brown” is edgy, ves; but I don't find it pa_rtio_JI;;ly

blunt. The narrator’s consideration of colot- based bias has a

"~ nuanced irony; she excuses the dress lady’s gauchenee even as she

lets us see the meshwork of insecurity/pain/vulnerability that the
dress lady’s comment has called up. There’s defiance, yes—but
the reader is never shut out or attacked; rather, the narrator
adopts a conspiratorial tone, inviting the reader to see what she’s

experienced all her life in“polite” society. —

Personally, 1 find it emmpowering to be able to trash the
High Precepts of Western Civilization—to label the waltz'as

“that European constipated / swoon,” for example—and then
to master that canon. Although T prefer the Latin dances, |

executed that waltz beautifully . ., I even enjoyed it!

Artictlcally, T want to use alt my herltagcs—e(mnet and fre¢

Dove Absolutely. The words fitted themqelveq into the nusic—
it was the best kind of synchronicity a writer can experience.

1

McDowell How long did it take you to write “The Seven

Veils of Salomé”? Was there a point when the poem included

dialogue between the <,hamders before you chme the seriesof

interior monologues? -
Dove It’s difficult to say “given my writing process But the

.eversincel

heard Leontyiie Price’s amaring rendition of Richard

Strauss’s Salomné. Then came a wonderful fitm about Oscar

Wilde with s‘nippc[s of his Saiomé delivered as countéff)’oin(




 ally, to realize how casily I had forgotten the reaI btory or
_tepressed i 1t PerhapsT'd been too young to understafid wﬁat
~Twasat smkc for Herodlas pc.rhaps becausc Iwanted to belaeve

Dove Don’t worty! Tlmugh there’s nolhmg, s like a jazzy fox- 7

-trotto wmlnne both LhL WthCIIl and thc African American -

American Smooth

We were dancing—it must have

been a fox trot or a waltz,
something romantic but
requiring restraint,

rise and fall, precise
execution as we moved

into the next song without
stopping, two chests heaving
above a seven-league

stride, such perfect agony
one learns to smile through,
ecstatic mimicry

being the sine gua non

of American smooth.

And because I was distracted
by the effort of

keeping my frame

(the leftward lean, head turned
just enough to gaze out

past your ear and always
smiling, smiling),

1 didn’t notice

how still you'd become until
we had done it

(for two measures? ‘
four?)—achieved flight,

that swift and serene
magnificence,

before the earth
remembered who we were
and brought us down.

Brown

Why you look good in every color!
the dress lady gurgled, just before
I stepped onto the parquet

for a waltz. I demurred;

we were in a country club,

after all, and she—fresh

from Fort Lauderdale (do people
actually live there?) with five
duffle bags’ worth of ball gowns,
enough tulle and fringe and pearls
to float a small cotillion—

was only trying to earn a living,
For once I was not the only

black person in the room

{two others, both male).

I thought of Sambo; I thought

a few other things, too,
unmentionable here. Don’t

get me wrong: I've always loved
my skin, the way it glows against
citron and fuchsia, the difficult hues,

. but the difference I cause

whenever I walk into a polite space
is why I prefer grand entrances—
especially with a waltz,

that European constipated

SWOOM.

The dress in question was red,

Fox Trot Fridays
Thank the stars there’s a day
each week to tuck in

the grief, lift your pearls, and
stride brush stride

quick-quick witha
heel-ball-toe. Smooth

as Nat King Cole’s
slow satin smile,

easy as taking
one day at a time:

one man and
Ohe woman,

rib to rib,
with no heartbreak in sight—

just the sweep of Paradise
and the space of a song

to count all the wonders in it.

AMERICAN PCOET Fall 2003

35



Poems by Rita Dove

The Seven Veils of Salomé

Salomé Awaits Her Entrance.
I was standing in the doorway

when he reproached her.

Not with words, but a simple

absence of attention: She was smiling,
holding out a slip of meat, skewered fruit—
some delicacy he'd surely never seen
in all his dust-blown, flea-plagued
wanderings—and he stared at it

for the longest while,

as if the offer came from it and not
those tapered fingers, my mother’s
famous smile. He said nothing,
merely turned away his large

and beautifully arrogant head.

Herodias, in the Doorway.

More than anything I ache to see her

so girlish. She steps languidly

into their midst as if onto a pooled expanse
of grass. .. or as if she were herself

the meadow, unruffled green

ringed with lilies

instead of these red-rimmed eyes,

this wasteland soaked in smoke and pleasure.
Ignorant, she moves as if inventing
time—and the musicians scurry

to deliver a carpet of flutes

under her flawless heel.

Herod, Watching.

1 should have avoided this, loving her mother
as I do, to the length and breadth of my kingdom
even to the chilly depths of history’s wrath.
But it was my birthday; [ was bent upon
happiness and love, I loved

Herodias, my Herodias!7—who sends

her honeyed daughter into the feast.

The first veil fell, and all

my celebrated years

dissolved in bitter rapture. O Herodias!

You have outdone us all,

“American Smooth” was first published in The New Yorker,, “Brown” in The Gertysburg Review, “Fox
Trot Fridays” in Callaico, and “The Seven Veils of Salomé” in Poetry.

The Fool, at Herod's Feet.
Just a girl, slim-hipped, two knots
for breasts, sheathed potential
caught before the inevitable
over-bloom and rot (life’s revenge

if death eludes us)—all

any of us men want, really.

Just a girl. Otherwise,

who can fathom it, how is it

to be fathomed? At his behest, her mother’s?
It matters little—she was dispatched
into the circle of elders, and there
she rivets the world’s desire.

Salomé, Dancing.

I have a head on my shoulders

but no one sees it; no one

reckens with a calculated wrist or pouting underlip.
I’ve navigated this court’s attentions

and I will prove I can be crueler than government,
[ will delegate what nature’s given me

(this body, this anguish,

oiled curves and perfumed apertures),

I will dance vntil they've all lost their heads—

the nobles slobbering over their golden goblets,
the old king sweating on his throne,

my mother in the doorway, rigid with regret,

the jester who watches us all and laughs—

O Mother, what else is a girl to do?
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Bolero 7 — _
Not the ratcheting crescendo of Ravel's brlgm wmds o e
but an older, L -

- crueler S— B : R

who holds nothing back . L —
buf thehurt - T e
she takes with her as shc dlps grinds, then rises sweetly i mto
his armis again. [T, —

Not P

delicate. Not tame. Bessie Smith in a dream of younger, -
{(Can't you see?) LT '
slimmer

days. Restrained in the way a dcbutante is not, thc way abride
pretends she'
understands. -

How everything hurts! Each upsurge onto a throbbing toe,
the prolonged descent
to earth,

to him {what love & heartache dorie to me), her body ferocious,
a grim ululation
of flesh—

she adores him. And he savors that adoration, this man in love with looking,
She feels his iook
his sigh

and she moves, moves with him (o the music in the space allotted them,
spot lit across.
the hardwood floor.

RITA DOVEL
Bolero

The manuscript version of “Bolero” appears on the cover and on page 63.

“Bolero” was previously published in Ploughshares.






