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Up the wine-red carpeted stairs to St. Clement’s sanctuary, passing broken tombstones 

mounted on the brick wall, pilgrims found swinging leather doors stamped with brass studs. 

Opening on a vast space, the eye followed rows of tall arched windows resembling trees where 

stained-glass mosaics formed branches, flowers, and leaves. The peaked roof with hewn beams 

two stories high was Noah’s Ark come to rest upside down on Manhattan Island, filled with 

seminal winds and sounds of the flood. 

Treading a red carpet on the stairs and in the offices, worn but still warmed to the glow from 

the windows’ mosaics, not primary colors and depictions of saints or scenes from the Bible, but 

Longfellow’s forest primeval—lichen green on fallen trees, earthy orange, and clouds streaking 

into blue, I came to another path inside/outside space, sensing, questing. 

In the Upstairs Space theater and sanctuary vied within winged walls held aloft, spectacle 

and service fused, refused, in faith with the fallen, to recombine message and activism. 

I praised the windows to Watty Strouss, a member of the church’s Board of Managers. 

“Oh, they’re actually not stained glass,” he said, the word “oh” a major part of his 

vocabulary and depending on the inflection, having different meanings as in the Chinese 

language. “They’re leaded glass.” 

“There’s beauty under the grime.” 

“We’d like to restore them, but it’s too expensive. Each piece needs to be cleaned and re-set 

with new binding.” 

A heavy wire mesh covered all the street-front windows, crisscrossing the muted mosaics. 

The protective mesh made the church look almost medieval, home to armored knights more than 

chanting monks. 

“Someone didn’t like our being an anti-war church and threw a Molotov cocktail through an 

upstairs window.” In the 1960s, he told me, Joan Baez was married in the church. “Later she 

referred to it as ‘that funky little peace church on the West Side.’” Watty’s sigh had a reality bite. 

“She couldn’t remember our name.” 

In the 1960s it had been remodeled to accommodate the American Place Theater. After 

American Place left for new digs in the hermetic basement of a high-rise on West 46th between 

Sixth and Seventh Avenues, another Theater at St. Clement’s was born. That incarnation had a 

good run but collapsed amid questions of missing funds. The current Theater at St. Clement’s 

started in the early 1970s and operated in the downstairs space, which was also called the 

downstairs theater.  

The church’s main income came from renting the Upstairs Space to outside theater groups. 

Every Sunday church services were held onstage, making use of the current play’s set to match 

the sermon’s theme. Vestry members with corduroy jeans beneath their robes rolled out altar and 

pulpit and lowered a large crystal cross from its station in the light grid high in the beams.  

So, the Upstairs Space had several names, depending on its current use and who was using 

it: the Upstairs Space, the Sanctuary, and the Upstairs Theater. 

Alone at the massive gray metal desk in the front office I heard sounds in the church: voices, 

stories, pieces of song, wind in the sanctuary, birds in the oak tree, the organist practicing hymns, 

tales of the flower fund and the trust for burying the poor. 

 

* 

 



Denise Levertov’s speech, “The Education of the Poet” at the Donnell Library, was thrilling, 

incredible. When I walked into the packed auditorium, I was amazed at the auditory surge of 

anticipation and urgency in people turning out for a talk on poetry. Her presentation was musical, 

flute-like, resonance and eloquence. (I recommend her poem, “Another Spring.”) 

At St. Clement’s, the next Poetry Festival reading drew eighty people, almost a full house. A 

notice had appeared in the Daily News “Leisure” section, using a press release by the readers. 

The poets: Susan Axelrod, Linda Stern, Kathryn Cullen DuPont, Keelin Curran, and Amy Roth. 

With a bow to Linda Stern’s “Music of the Spheres” poem: five women moved across the 

stage as though on one wheel, carrying a spherical instrument that vibrated inside with music, a 

murmur traveling across the universe and back.  

There was always music playing in my head, connecting the spheres of my life. In my 

Single Room Occupancy (SRO) furnished room in an Upper West Side residence for women, I 

was reading The Aesthetics of Silence by Susan Sontag. The old myth about art was that it was 

“an expression of consciousness, consciousness seeking to know itself.” This consciousness 

could be noble, inspiring, affirming itself. The new myth was anti-art, replacing the materialistic 

with the spiritual, with “a craving for the cloud of unknowing beyond knowledge and for the 

silence beyond speech.” Rather than confession, art became a deliverance. 

In Film Form by Sergei Eisenstein, I came away with thoughts about literature and film 

being built on fragments, words or still shots, which represent or reproduce reality and were then 

juxtaposed in different ways by the artist to create a moving narrative or montage. 

Filling my negative space with meaning, creating my own context, I read Negative Space: 

Manny Farber on the Movies: modern film “involves a struggle to remain faithful to the 

transitory, multi-suggestive complication of a movie image and/or negative space. Negative 

space, the command of experience… an artist can set resonating… so that there is a murmur of 

poetic action enlarging the terrain of the film, giving the scene an extra-objective breath.” 

Loba; Part 2 by Diane di Prima was lighting up my nights. The wildness of the wordscape 

brought me back to my beginnings in Florida. Henry Miller said Paris was his mother. Florida 

was both my mother and father.  

My long poem about Florida and childhood was in Richard’s hands. Eliminating most 

punctuation at the end of lines I hoped the sweep of a reader’s eyes would create negative space. 

 

Waves half dark, half light leap and spin 

flashing hooves and windswept manes 

sleek black flanks and spinning wheels 

of a chariot carrying the moon: 

wings of darkness flutter and fall 

palms bow and bend and arc in the wind 

as the surf sings 

strength and renewal 

strength and renewal 

 

Richard suggested I read a section in May with Duane Locke, an Immanentist poet from the 

University of Tampa. I lost my breath and could not speak. I was too shy to read my own work.  

In a 1976 issue of Dan Stokes’ New York Culture Review, Locke wrote that the “immanent 

poem results from a fusion of the subject and object, the inner and the outer, the knower and the 

known into a qualitatively different and new substantial reality.”  



Richard asked me to schedule June and July.  

At Womanbooks on the Upper West Side, I heard two good poets fuse into “a qualitatively 

different and new substantial reality”—Akua Lezli Hope and Audre Lorde. Outside, rain 

overwhelmed umbrellas and street drains. Inside, torrential pain.  

After the reading, I tried to work up the courage to ask Audre Lorde to read at St. Clement’s, 

but I was too miserable about my own life: needing love, work that earned money, success as a 

writer, to approach her. She left suddenly and the woman from the bookstore said she had not 

been feeling well but came to read that evening anyway.  

 

Ladders of Flame 

 

Flames slashed across tenement faces and flared along fire escapes. I walked into the street 

for a better view. 

 

This is the fire, this is the glow as flames rise in the core, heat rises ethereal, 

takes on new forms, almost human, they flow along fire escapes—angels, angels 

walking on ladders of flame. 

 

And it was as if one of the angels turned to look down at the street, fire flashing from his 

eyes. 

A motley crew of poets in worn jeans filtered in through the vermillion haze. At the Poetry 

Festival reading, a young, roly-poly Bacchus named Dan Stokes occupied his own defined space. 

As the editor of the East River Review, a series of poetry pamphlets, and the New York Culture 

Review, he published articles on poets and writers, especially those who broke with tradition.  

He asked if I would like to read manuscripts. “I’m way behind.” 

I said yes.  

We set a time for me to pick them up at his New York Culture Review bookstore. Daniel M. 

J. Stokes lived in the back of his bookstore on East Fourth Street near First Avenue. A post Beat 

poet with a brusque exterior, his poems on the tortures and joie de vivre of love, poverty, crime, 

and freedom, cast him into the François Villon camp. 

Early on a Monday evening, Dan Stokes came into the downstairs space before his reading. 

Richard and I and Dan and another poet began drinking the wine.  

“Not going to be an audience,” Dan assured us. “No one ever comes to my readings.” He 

belched. 

The poet Barbara Holland came in. Lean and clad in black, she was not amused. There was 

fire under her surface, heating the magma, and her slopes were covered with cinders and gave off 

a scent of sulfuric ash. 

A small audience filtered into the seats. They were not amused by our carelessness. 

I started work on a new piece, “Buffy,” about a child who lived on an island. The point of 

view was subconscious, subliminal. It had an odd style, I thought: my style. 

 

Her father, absent, an enemy or stranger, fluttered his long silky wings when 

passing through windows and doors, weaving in and out magically, always in 

mid-flight, only settling a moment on the back of her mother’s chair... He was her 

bird now, a bird of prey. 

 



Kip said she thought it should be a mixture of poetry, prose, and dialogue. “You could be 

the Henry James of psychological poetry.” 

Sidney Bernard, aging Bohemian and editor of The Smith, a well-respected literary 

magazine, said my writing was too dense, with a confusing concentration of images. He was 

right. I was being true to the direction that my writing, and my life, were taking me in, but I had 

more work to do. 

 

* 
 

It was a full house in the 99-seat downstairs theatre for the chamber theater production of 

“Travellers,” directed by Maurice Edwards. This “concert piece for theater” set Ilsa Gilbert’s 

words to music. The program was funded in part by the New York State Council on the Arts 

(NYSCA, pronounced “nisca”.)  

Ilsa Gilbert’s poetry and lyrics evoked the constants in our lives: home, family, suffering 

and overcoming. As a poet, playwright, lyricist, and librettist, she was active in the 1960s and 

70s Off-Off Broadway avant-garde theater in Greenwich Village. She worked with many 

musicians and composers on her brand of chamber opera. As we talked, I found her to be sweet 

and funny, but also driven and savvy: a quintessential New Yorker. 

Her humor was shown in the eight pieces for the singers, such as “Lizzie Strata,” “Sarah Lee 

Cake,” “Lawrence of Astoria,” and “Mama and Papa Ionescu.”  

 

* 

 

Steve Cramer saw me scribbling in the front office. “There’ll be work to do on the next 

production,” he told me, on “Voices,” by Susan Griffin. She was a poet, and this play was 

unusually subtle word-work for the Theater. (I recommend Susan Griffin’s poem, “Happiness.”) 

Estelle Parsons directed the cast of Catherine Burns, Susan Greenhill, Rochelle Oliver, Anne 

Shropshire, and Janet Ward. The actresses were appearing, I learned, as with all TASC and 

Poetry Festival productions, with permission from the Actors’ Equity Association. This was 

because actors were required to be paid for their work under union rules, and these were either 

low-paid or unpaid performances. 

On the program’s back page, the Theater’s mission was described:  

 

Ultimately, we choose plays that reckon with moral conscience. What is the 

responsibility of an individual to his or her self and to others? Of an individual to 

society at large? Or, on the corporate level, of the faceless conglomerate to the 

anonymous citizen? 

 

I was aware of having dropped out of my parents’ way of life. These questions, these 

statements of purpose, intrigued me. How could people of all races, religions, and various 

cultures and beliefs, live together in an authentic and respectful way? How could I contribute, in 

some small way, to the answer? 
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