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    The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious . . . the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true art and true science.


    —Albert Einstein


    To make an apple pie from scratch you must first start with the universe.


    —Carl Sagan


    The poet holds up a piece of the world. We see it glowing with a strange, emotional fire.


    —Christopher Caldwell
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  We are part of an extraordinary and complex design. The artist can make life livable and bring harmony. It has been said that art is “a mirror in which we catch glimpses of ourselves.” It may not make us successful or powerful, but art can bring a measure of meaning to existence.


  Acknowledgments


  I wish to thank Dick and Jeannette Seaver for their continued faith in my writing, and to Beverly Carr, my superb assistant.


  And Joan for her support and sparkle.


  Finally, a tribute to my fellow poets, who recognize the world for what it is and choose to create light in which to better see existence.


  INTRODUCTION


  Robert Pinsky eloquently said of the initial poem in this new collection, Change as a Curved Equation, “Don Axinn’s title poem thinks in language the way Donne and Marvell did, so that the geometry of curves and lines, heights and perspectives, comes alive: phrases like ‘it comes down to’ and ‘gravity’ take on the extra vibrations known as poetry.” Gravity, it seems, has deep metaphorical value for Axinn, who has always struck me as a poet of flight.


  His work, in poetry and prose, considers the symbolic trajectory of human experience, the journey into regions of mystery and exhilaration, and the sense of loss (with gains of wisdom) that accompanies the fall to earth. In this latest volume, he examines—in the title poem and throughout the collection—the way memories and dreams “curve back to some beginning / we might better understand.” In effect, this book represents an attempt to understand, more deeply, the mysterious point of origin that constitutes both a beginning and an end.


  Anyone familiar with Axinn’s work will recognize the markers that connect to his earlier poems. There is the same preoccupation with certain landscapes—especially the landscape of Vermont which he describes beautifully in various poems. Even here, in poems of place, his gaze turns naturally upward, as in “Sky,” where he writes:


  I revere the sky


  That brought my children


  The place where I fly,


  And play on the fields of gods.


  There is a reverence throughout his work for banks of clouds, the changes of light, the contours of the experience.


  As ever, Axinn keeps watch on the natural world, as in “Winter’s Eloquence,” where he says: “Winter is impeccably white and elegant; / Its pronouncement offered today is / snow / cold sandy granules / Fashioned from a disheveled sky.” That word disheveled here, for example, is unexpected, and it shocks the reader into a recognition of some aspect of experience that lay previously buried. Many of these poems about nature, as one might expect, turn toward elegy and celebration, as in “Yes, This Rain, This Summer Rain,” a lovely poem in which he praises “our magnificent summer rain” with a sense of ecstasy.


  The oscillation of the seasons, the journey through various stages of life, the motions of the mind through time and place: these are the preoccupations that readers will discover in these poems. Axinn has a keen eye for detail, and his observations are often memorable, as in “The Way Forward, The Way Back,” which opens with a moment of visual scrutiny:


  The leaf hesitates then pitches forward


  From the ash tree onto my deck and acts confused


  Not sure of its way down.


  This image becomes, in the course of the poem, a metaphysical one, a point of speculation, from which the poet perambulates “into the universe on its mission to deliver the leaf.”


  Axinn is that rare breed of poet who knows what it’s like to work in the so-called real world: he has built up a company of his own, has been a highly successful real estate developer and investor. He has traveled widely, as a man of business and a man of letters. These various experiences have shaped his work, as has his family life and his Jewish-American heritage. These elements all play into and through the poems in interesting and productive ways.


  The poems are sometimes playful and teasing, sometimes heartfelt, sometimes meditative. These are poems of love, poems about flying, poems about children, and poems about nature. But the voice behind the poems remains consistent, and is recognizable as that of Donald Everett Axinn, a writer who has cultivated a special tone and sensibility over many years. Change as a Curved Equation represents an admirable addition to that sensibility, modifying and extending themes previously examined.


  It was Robert Frost who famously suggested that a poem should “begin in delight and end in wisdom.” Axinn seems to have taken Frost to heart in this regard. But he has not done so abstractly, as Robert Pinsky has suggested. His poems think in language, where all poems must—however airborne in principle—remain grounded.


  —Jay Parini


  I


  REALITY AND CHANGE ARE


  LINKED LIKE LOVERS


  CHANGE AS A CURVED EQUATION


  I


  The universe


  perhaps


  curves back


  and around.


  At twilight my antique WACO biplane


  and I lift off


  the grass airstrip


  To rummage around the Champlain Valley


  to be reassured by


  Otter Creek the Green


  and Adirondack Mountains.


  We pursue familiar lines and circles


  for answers


  But sometimes it feels like


  we could be flying


  with existence in reverse.


  II


  Think of a ball:


  it cannot comprehend


  or tolerate


  the concept of corners.


  III


  Stephen Hawking


  suggests that the elements


  dance effortlessly in a cosmos


  of gravity and space and time


  While we attempt to deal


  with events in a world


  down here (or up there if you prefer)


  that change and keep on changing.


  IV


  Reality and change


  are linked like lovers.


  If you pretend things won’t ever change


  beware of explosions


  A big bang


  in your face


  in your heart


  in every presumption


  Except if you believe


  you possess a spirit


  that protects you forever.


  But does this spirit


  teach you about the curves


  and corners


  that define your life?


  Perhaps


  memories dreams and fantasies


  curve back to some beginning


  we might better understand.


  It comes down


  to decoding


  the meaning of change


  if it curves


  or travels a straight line.


  WASHED IN THE FLAME

  OF A SMALL GALAXY


  for Jenny


  Jenny waits 3,000 moon-shaped miles away

  In Berkeley as I streak to be with her

  This daughter of mine


  whom time has washed

  In the flame of a small galaxy


  where only certain children

  Are born, those who can feel


  the brightest clouds


  and lead the rest of us

  To the edges of our worlds

  Up the mountains of our lives

  Instructing us to part the curtains


  demand light

  And share it with those who have trouble


  stepping out of the shadows.


  This is Jennifer, from that small galaxy,


  who broke the code


  right from the beginning.


  OVER THE ARDENNES, 2000


  Eighty-five years later we speed high


  Over the forest where soft-faced boys,


  Unsuspecting actors in a diabolical comedy,


  Saviors of their countries, like Arthur


  And his knights, jousted in their


  Small wood and linen-covered biplanes,


  Flying over a countryside parading haze,


  Where sky and land melded at their borders.


  These naïve warriors maneuvered to shoot


  Each other out of noise-splattered air,


  Burning airplanes cutting holes that


  Still exist but cannot be readily seen.


  But now time brings us together and we watch


  Them twist and turn, toy miniatures there


  Below us in a living diorama of death,


  The time of then merging with the now.


  Look, one tails the other,


  His bullets climb the fuselage


  To reach the silk-scarved pilot,


  His glory suddenly shot into eternity.


  He waves to his adversary,


  Slumps forward and spins into French soil.


  Perhaps the victor was my grandfather.


  EQUALITY


  This sun-sponsored morning


  Sweeps through tasseled grasses


  and spread-armed trees


  Into expectant nooks and corners


  of a hawk-eyed landscape


  Not concerned about which of us


  Is burdened from memories


  We’ve carried through our nation’s scalded history


  Where you were star-crossed


  if you came out


  Black or red or yellow


  if your god


  Was not like theirs.


  Observe children, their small sounds


  Splashing laughing.


  And listen to the dead.


  We may still be able to boost


  our frayed limbs into the sky


  On fickle winds that spread


  Passions along dark folds


  of clouds


  Designed to expose the ashes


  along with the truth.




End of sample
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