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Midlife Regret
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ashes.” Thus, the speaker cannot honor her grave
with “awregth of old regrets’; ingtead, he offers“a
hand of earth” to the wind, ultimately not for her
but for himsdf. While sheis“free of earth,” he
knows “[o]ur rituals are never for the dead.”

Gioia deserves our praise for keeping
the lyric impulse alive and well.

James Merrill once remarked that preserving
“thelyric impulse during the middle yearsisno
essy matter.” Dana Gioid s recently published third
book of poetry, Interrogations at Noon, embodies
and overcomes this struggle both in its gestation
and in its many accomplished lyric poems. Gioia
brought out his second book in 1991, shortly after
turning 40; however, dthough his debut volume,
Daily Horoscope (1986), had sparked impassioned
reviews nearly everywhere—both laudatory and
hostile—The Gods of Winter generated little
critical response. A decade later, Gioiahasre-
mained productive, his creditsincluding the
controversia book of essays, Can Poetry Matter?
(1992), aswell as numerous textbooks, tranda
tions, articles, and anthologies. Nevertheless, not
until passing his 50th birthday has Gioiathe poet
returned to Booksin Print: at last, he marksthe
milestone with Interrogations a strong and varied
collection of 37 well-crafted and often moving
poems. Fittingly, in avolume examining the noon
of life, many of the best works are lyrics about
midliferegret.

Gioiasoundsthe note of regret early and
often. Three pagesinto the book the title poem
presents adouble, “the better man | might have
been,/ Who chroniclesthelife I’ ve never led” and
who “views hiswayward brother with regret.”
Moreover, thelast of the book’ sfive sections
comprises severa degiaclovelyrics. An espe-
cialy powerful lyric of lossis“My Dead Lover,”
whose blank-verse quatrains mourn awoman
whose “body wasthefirst | ever knew/ Better than
my own,” but who now is* nothing,/ Not even

Themotif of regret further extends to both
merely anticipated lovers and long-married
spouses. Thelovelogt in “Summer Storm” isless
subgtantia thanin“My Dead Lover,” never
having redly lived at dl, except in the speaker’s
mind. But twenty years after achance and brief
meeting at awedding reception, he wonders about
“that evening' s memory/ Return[ing] with this
night'sstorm,” and hefinally confronts the seem-
ing arbitrariness of any of lifé splots:

There are SO many might-have-beens
What-ifsthat won't stay buried,
Other cities, other jobs,

Strangers we might have married.

Then, Gioia closes the poem with an adroit offbeat
rhyme that undercuts the senseless but unavoid-
able pining of memory “[f]or placesit never went,/
Asif lifewould be happier/ Just by being differ-
ent.” Juxtaposed to these poems of regret for old
loves are the lyrics of domestic unease. “ Spider in
the Corner,” for instance, ends expressively with
tentative resolve and internal rhymes, which avert
the consummeation of arhymed pentameter coupl et
through not one but two sets of sounds: “But we
will stay—until theweather clears/ the endless
rain that keeps ushere together” (my emphasis).
The regrets of these poems escape sdf-pity,
partly dueto their disciplined form (even the free-
verse poems are sculpted into stanzas), and partly
due to the interspersed poems of genuine hope.
After the degth of hisfirst sonin 1987, Giciasays
hisview of poetry changed: “Writing took on a
Spiritual urgency | had never experienced before—



at least in S0 sustained and emphatic away.”

This spiritud senseinforms the poems that
measure the past and itslosses by employing a
lens of perception that leads to renewed vison
and hence amodicum of hope, or at least the
solace of acceptance. “New Year's’ trainsthe
eyeto thefuture, “what wewant”: “ A cadendar
with every day uncrossed,/ A field of snow
without asingle footprint.” In“Entrance,” the
way forward from anirretrievable past and a

deadened present isto recognize our
“eyes...have forgotten how to see/ From
viewing things aready too well-known.”

Similar inthemeisthe brilliant poem, “The

Voyeur,” which, with Seamus
Heaney’s“The Skunk,” isone of the
best marriage poems we have. Here
Gioiaimagines ahusband seeing
himsdf “ suspended in the branches
by the window,/ entering this strange
bedroom with hiseyes’ and “watch-
ing” hiswife“undress.” Whilethe
husband * hearsawoman singing in
the shower,” “[t]he branches shake
their dry leaveslikedarms.” This
pentameter line ends the wry poem
perfectly, both through the humorous
yet resonant Smile and through the
rhythmic intensity of its bunched
stresses (in “dry leaveslike’).

But the most memorable and
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emotionaly satisfying poemsare“The Lost

Garden” and “Words” “The Lost Garden,” the
penultimate work, opensits blank-verse, five-
line stanzas with adult resignation, the redliza-

tion that even if “those gardens’ of the past

could be seen again, “our summer” would be
gone. “Thetrick,” Gioiadiscovers, “ismaking

memory ablessng.” Thismeans, he beauti-

fully writes, “wanting nothing more than what

has been” and knowing “the past isforever logt,
yet seeing/ Behind thewadl agarden ill in
blossom.” Thus, Gioia deftly evokes something of
the spirit of Milton’sclosing linesin Paradise Lost
about the fortunate fall. Even moreimpressiveis
thefirgt poem we read in Interrogations at Noon.
“Words’ lays bare the essentid human need that
poetry fulfills The poet names our world. Al-
though “[t]he world does not need words’ as*“[i]t
articulatesitsdf/ in sunlight, leaves, and shadow,”
the poet names the world because we need “to
know and remember.” So while our human
condition enchains usto inevitable regret, “Words’
movingly enactsin free verse aspiritual resolution
that preserves our link to the grester
world and our memory of it.

F: This multifaceted theme of facing
_ 15 both loss and the futurein midlife lends

! depth to the smooth surfaces of these
. lyric poems. But the book sounds other
notable motives too: engaging satirica
light versein “The Archbishop” and “At
the Waterfront Café’; three “ songs’
from his just-published libretto to
composer AlvaHenderson'sgothic
operaNosferatu (2001); and two lively
retdlingsin blank verse of classica
mythology, “ Descent to the Under-
world” and “ Juno Plots Her Revenge.”
To be sure, this solid book includes a
couple of less effective efforts, too—
“Divination,” which is clever but bland, and the
eight-line*Accomplice,” whose compactness
crestesgrammatical confusion. Altogether, though,
Interrogations at Noon is the best book yet by
Gioia, apoet in mid-career who deserves our
praisefor keeping the lyric impulse dive and well.
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