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Delight and Wisdom 
By Sander Zulauf, Professor of English 

 
 The first time I remember seeing a living poet was on television in January, 1961, the day 

John F. Kennedy was inaugurated.  Robert Frost began to read the poem he had written for the 

occasion, but the glare from the bright sunshine on the overnight snowfall erased the words from 

his paper.  So instead, he recited from memory his poem “The Gift Outright,” a patriotic hymn to 

our country.  It begins “The land was ours before we were the land’s.”  At each mention of a 

state named in the poem, a great cheer would rise from those states’ citizens in the crowd.  It was 

thrilling and echoed brilliantly our youngest president’s most famous passage in his inaugural 

address:  “And so, my fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you; ask what 

you can do for your country.”   

 Frost once remarked that “poetry begins in delight and ends in wisdom.”  That may be 

said of life, too.  The delights of childhood and play give way through education to adulthood 

and the wisdom gained from experience:  work, love, marriage, parenting, financial decisions, 

grief, loss, and letting go.  Therefore, if I work out this syllogism correctly, poetry is life and life 

is poetry, for both begin in delight and end in wisdom. 

 According to one definition in his engaging essay “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 

Skylark” (Figures of Thought, Boston:  Godine, 1978), our late US poet laureate Howard 

Nemerov (who read his poetry at CCM in 1978) writes “a poet is a person who in some sense 

never got beyond adolescence . . . poets do tend to be a touch Peter Panic.”  A poet is “the weak 

criminal whose confession implicates the others—all the others.”  “Poetry is a species of thought 

with which nothing else can be done.”   He goes on like this for pages that are funny and 

profound, and then responds to the question “But what is poetry?” by saying “I can think of 
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entirely too many answers, which are like excuses in that they lose their effectiveness as their 

number increases.” 

 In March of this year I attended the annual conference of the Association of Writers and 

Writing Programs (“AWP”) in Boston.  I have been a member of this group since the early 

1970s.  Back then I was one of maybe a few hundred members.  The 2013 conference brought 

together 11,000 members and had a book fair in Boston’s Hynes Convention Center featuring 

700 booths.  Nobel Prize poets Seamus Heaney and Derek Walcott held a Keynote 

“Conversation” moderated by Rosanna Warren on Thursday night.  Other stellar writers and 

poets featured this year included Pulitzer Prize novelist Richard Russo (Empire Falls, Straight 

Man), New York Times best-selling novelist Amy Bloom (Where the God of Love Hangs Out  

and  Away: A Novel), and Cheryl Strayed (Wild), poets Ann Carson, Tony Hoagland and Rita 

Dove.  Unfortunately, the big snowstorm that struck Boston that weekend kept away two of my 

favorite poets, Rhode Island poet laureate Michael S. Harper and Pulitzer Prize poet Galway 

Kinnell. 

 Past conferences have presented unforgettable sessions with John Updike; Leon Edel, the 

authorized biographer of Henry James; a joint reading of works by poet Billy Collins and 

memoirist Frank McCourt (Angela’s Ashes, Teacher Man); Pulitzer Prize novelist Marilynne 

Robinson; former US poets laureate and Pulitzer Prize winners Robert Hass and Howard 

Nemerov; Pulitzer Prize poet and Princeton professor C.K. Williams; Keynote Addresses by 

novelists Margaret Atwood and Michael Chabon—the talent and power of these writers never 

fail to impress and astonish at the same time.    
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 In short, this conference presents a cross-section of the world’s contemporary literary 

legacy.  Our greatest writers and poets come together with thousands of teachers and students 

and emerging poets and writers, major and small press publishers and editors, in a blizzard of 

readings, workshops, panel discussions, and, on occasion, professional actors performing a read-

through of  new playwrights’ works. 

 Past conferences have been held in New York, Chicago, Denver, Washington, San 

Antonio, New Orleans, Nashville, St. Louis, and Seattle.   Each year a major American city 

serves as a host.  The 2013 Conference program is 334 pages long and weighs two pounds! 

My special interest at the moment is poetry translation, and I attended several panels featuring 

some of the leading translators of poetry and fiction, including James Ragan, Nathalie Handal, 

Hélène Cordona, Willis Barnstone, and Martha Collins.  Their panel addressed the question of 

how you capture the essence and music of a poem in translation while remaining faithful to the 

original.  At another session I met Ms. Jennie Chu, and have begun working with her on 

translations of T’ang Dynasty poets (ca.500-800 AD).  I call my work “free adaptations” on the 

order of the “imitations” done by Robert Lowell in the 1960s.   

 Teaching here at CCM for forty years, and as a New Jersey public school teacher and 

proud member of the NJEA for 43 years, I have had the privilege of being surrounded by young 

people who never age.  That foments the illusion that I too am not aging; they stay the same and 

I must be staying the same too.  I am, therefore, someone who may have “in some sense never 

got beyond adolescence” since my delight is constant.  I’m hoping my wisdom is accumulating 

quietly, like growth rings on a tree, as I am transformed by these experiences and in turn am 

transforming my students, but, I pray, please, don’t let my delight end.  Ever.  
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Derek Walcott 

 

Keynote Conversation 
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Translation Panel 


