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Tippett: 

… 

There’s also the poem “Cataclysm.” You know, something you’ve said is that good poems water hope, 

that they hold the knowledge of our shared fate. 

 

Hirshfield: 

“Shared fate” is a very important phrase for me. I’ve been thinking about it since I was 17. 

 

Tippett: 

What was it when you were 17 that made you start thinking about that? 

 

Hirshfield: 

You know, I only remember one line of a poem I wrote then, but the line was, “To define the meaning of 

we is to find a life of a kind, but who is to say?” 

 

You know, that to me has always — who do we think of, when we use the pronoun “we”? And I want my 

“we” to be absolutely continuous amongst my fellow humans, amongst living beings, amongst the 

largeness of the expanding universe, down to the tiniest physics and particle. I want — I want to feel like 

part of a single fabric and to behave as if my responsibility is to the entire fabric. And I know there are 

many people for whom the pronoun “we” has become quite problematic. And I respect and honor the 

pain and the history behind that, but I cannot give up the pronoun “we.” 

 

So would you like me to read “Cataclysm”? I can. 

 

Tippett: 
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Would you like to? Why don’t you, yes. 

 

Hirshfield: 

Sure. OK. 

 

“Cataclysm” 

 

“It begins subtly: 

the maple 

withdraws an inch from the birch tree. 

 

“The porcupine 

wants nothing to do with the skink. 

 

“Fish unschool, 

sheep unflock to separately graze. 

 

“Clouds meanwhile 

declare to the sky 

they have nothing to do with the sky, which is not visible as they are, 

 

“nor knows the trick of turning into infant, tumbling pterodactyls. 

 

“The turtles and moonlight? Their long arrangement is over. 

 

“As for the humans. 

Let us not speak of the humans. Let us speak of their language. 

 

“The first-person singular 



condemns the second-person plural 

for betrayals neither has words left to name. 

 

“The fed consider the hungry and stay silent.” 

 

Tippett: 

You know, there’s such richness in all the words you have written and are reading, and something that is 

so deep in this convergent Zen and poetic sensibility is a real reverence for the limits and boundaries of 

words, right? — that you’re pointing at what words in fact cannot touch. I think what it also highlights 

and that’s in that poem that you just read — the “Let us not speak of the humans. Let us speak of their 

language” — the blunt force of words used carelessly, recklessly, even violently. 

 

Hirshfield: 

I think that all our language is a story. If you say “I,” you are not saying “we.” If you say “you,” you can 

mean nine different things by the word “you.” And I have an hourlong lecture sort of tracing out all the 

different yous that you can find in different poems. And some of them are intimate, and some of them 

are accusatory, and one of them is the capitalized you of the divine, the you between lovers, the you 

where you’re talking to yourself. And these stories hypnotize and entrance. And part of the job of poetry 

is to both entrance and, at the same time, break entrancement. 


