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K. Alma Peterson sent me a collection of her poems about nine months ago, and I have been reading them ever since then. I believe I will continue to read them even after I take this break to tell you what I make of her poems. 

To start, the receipt of poems by K. Alma Peterson is not like an average gift. It is not as though I can just read them. I have spent nine months investigating them, nosing through them, reflecting on them, questioning them, savoring them, enjoying them, noting the places and people she reminds me of and connects me to. 

Peterson’s words are rich and multiply nuanced. These are the words of a wordsmith:


Lament one humble bird brings forth in the marauder


What bling and bauble I have scavenged!

For all my brain and treble, I am blessed


in small catastrophes. Aphoristic, if you read me sage.


What in lissome miscellany compels me pluck?


Her silver locket lost on a sleepy key, the sand


cool and fine as flour, if you serve me prank.

Endless my flapping, of no use, as oars 

out of their cuffs. Ages since her feckless skiff

breached my island, itself imagined rife with crows.

Her likeness to my missing mate uncanny. 

All the band and trouble I have prized

scouring the carrion of better suitors.

The claw indelicately dangling on its own chain

inside a shadow box she herself framed. No glass,

lest by some mistake I strike it rages hence. (p. 70).

You get my point—hers is not the voice of the timid or unlettered, nor are the themes those of the unread. 
Read the work of K. Alma Peterson and remember your Whitman, yes; let’s work with the idea of Whitman for a minute, Whitman who used, not the heroic, but the common people in an American sense and in a way that the poet and society work in a symbiotic relationship. The connected and symbiotic relationship is presented in Peterson’s work in “The Luminous Strands in Theory”:



are the strings we twist and grapple
replace



An upper window outline in all-blue lights 



begins the poems I must have stuffed into the leather clutch



my father made me
think about the words touching



like saved pennies in the dark pouch of childhood



when they’re ready to start over 
the round window



in the attic room blinked blue off and on
intermittent pulse 



taken from the body of the heart not red at all



a few days blue days as anyone knows who paints



summer clearly frothing down the trap (77)

In this Whitman-esque poem, the voice is heroic and small and large, given to the child who puts words cheek-by-jowl with one another in the leather clutch her father made for her, leaves them there in childhood until they ferment and become productive, frothing clear as summer. It is youth’s inspiration come to bloom. 
Yes, we can see connections with the great poets in the American tradition, but we see, too, the artist of lesser fame but significant importance, John Aubrey Tyson for the Scarlet Tanager as you read Peterson’s “Tanager”:

From a Scarlet Tanager, If Ever a Guilty Bird


In its plunder a scold of blue jays blames


its lust on our color
worked up and with hornet


the rapacious they say in excess of their berries

are forgiven for wanting none of the rupture and all

of the blaze
Glory be! carp the crows who know

by hearsight we’re olive in winter
say to the jay world

in  red-green blindness
the merlins are with us so take off 

your miters
remove your masks and own up

the conniptions are flying tangent your tantrums

trump up your claims

bite down on the wax

tongues say the grackles 
we speak open-beaked

for those nearest the nest
it was spilled it was purple

they were fragile and spotted

olive drab uniform turns
choler in summer. (p. 76)
Yes, for Peterson, “olive drab uniform / turns choler in summer”—the words of a wordsmith. I will reread her words through the summer and into the fall. Her work echoes and plays off and with the words of our greatest American poets and the writers and families with whom we share our streets. Next year, when I pick up her poems again, I know I will find new nuances, more connections, a greater network of meaning because I have had the time to remember more of the works her works call to mind, and the reverberations among these chords and melodies will play in new ways. 


K. Alma Peterson’s work brings forth a symphony.   
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