HOOSIERTOWN PORTRAITS
I have grown fat living off hands that feed me pennies
For oilpaintings of sons or wives, lovers or mistresses
Who inbred look too much like one another. I’ve land-
Scapes hung in my basement and abstractions clutter
My attic. Portraits of people I’ve known, grown to hate
During exile, are meats to keep me thriving; I eat souls.
They love the smoothing of their wrinkles, that burial
Of hairy moles, and the grace I give their canvas flesh.
The mayor’s ugly whore, his wife’s lover hidden
In the background are beautiful to knowing eyes.
They do not see demons hid in trees, lurking behind
Curtains, shadows within shadows; their souls
Laid bare with strokes that flow like years
From point to point making the paints
Blend ever so slightly. Grown old and fat
These peasants under glass —and I with them—
Who do not know their true faces before their eyes.
They look upon themselves so framed and say that this is art.
The knowledge of true art is in their seeing art in my artifice.
I find no peace in oils nor in canvas that I learn to dread;
I find no peace in the frames rubbed and gilded that hold
Their precious likeness; I too will hang with them one day
Along a wall on the coast looking inward at Middleamerica
And at themselves, a curiosity. And my skin will be rough
As skies, my hair as parched as prairies, and my dark eyes
Will burn like Bessemer furnaces. This is Gary; this, Hammond;
This is East Chicago; Whiting; the Southside of Chicagoland;
Some may say these folk came fleeing
Blindly to America; they came to crown
Her with their crown of thorns. Say, no.
These are souls of the dead and crushed
Whose vital juices have been drawn
From their hearts and homelands.
And every one, though born here,
Now is likewise from a foreign place.
Sugar slaves, cotton slaves, steel slaves—
Slaves are slaves in their minds.