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In PF Potvin'spoem “LessWild, MoreTiger,” the poet describesthe early language of anewborn babe
and the cel ebration that takes place at itsarrival inthetribe: “ Firstborn’ swords comejust after birth. They arenot
of human form, but guised inthe gesture of an animal. And every time she shakesher fist thesundiesout asdrizzle
dantslikelightning on thedancing people. Their chantsbecomethe clouds, fuming and echoing firstborn’scry: less
wild, moretiger.”

Thisexcerpt, especially theline*lightning on the dancing people,” createsanimagethat represents Potvin’ swork
initswholeness. Indeed, lightning isthe perfect metaphor for describing Potvin’s collection of poetry, The
Attention Lesson becauseit illuminatesthe effects of human experience, both from hisobservationsand his
perceptions of the observed' spsychol ogical landscapes—the outward expression of inner conflict. Thisisevident
inpoemssuch as”Her NeedleName,” “Oneby One,” “TheTrench,” Rhythm of the Bridge,” and most stridently
inthis* AnUnforgettableNod”:

| stood at the door until she commanded.
" Get over here and fuck me. I'm not anorexic for
nothing.”

But Potvin shinesmost brilliantly and showsaskillful knack for observing, interpreting, and story-tellingin“The
Celebration Storm”:

Father took him deer hunting at thirteen. It

was hisfirst time and he shot a spikehorn clean
through both lungs. When he came back carrying
the thrownshoulder dead, he was alive and empty.
Mother clapped his back, raised hisglassto

the ceiling with anicy rattle, and told the clouds
to gather a stormin celebration of a man. That
evening the snow fell long, covering the house.
Drifts plowed up against the birch pile. | tossed
and my brother cried himself to sleep.

Indeed, Potvin’swritingsare adepiction of humanity at itsroot daily workings— needs, longings, instincts,
passions, aspirations, etc., whether they befinancia, physica, psychological, political, socia, culturd, etc.

Whilel’mwriting this, I’ m reminded of two quotes, one by thefather of psychology, Sigmund Freud, and the
other by the English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Freud surmised,(and | apologizefor not being abletofind the
source), that poetry isascience becausethe poet exhibitsamasterful skill at perceiving and interpreting themind
of man. And Coleridge, in hiswork about literary criticismtitled Biographia Literaria, deducted: “No manwas
ever yet agreat poet, without being at the sametimeaprofound philosopher. For poetry isthe blossom and the
fragrancy of dl human knowledge, hunrian thoughts, human passions, emotions, language.”



These observationsby Freud and Coleridge are quite applicabl e to Potvin and hiswork The Attention
Lesson. And | don’'t want thisto beinterpreted to mean that Potvin’sproseisoverly high-brow—too
complicated and/or weighty to enjoy. Thecontrary isthe case. Potvin'spoetic styleisexquisitely relaxed,
likeitslounging in the shade of agiant oak onahot summer day. His prose, though not unique, feel sfresh,
thanksto aformthat highlightstight images, compacted phrases, and vivid detail sthat coalesceinto awhole.
Furthermore, I’m most taken by Potvin’slayered meanings—we can understand and appreciatethe
obvious, but thereisarichnesslaying underneath, like aniceberg whose mgority of itsbody (precisaly
87%) residesbelow the surface.

Speaking of images, Potvinisquite adept at creating amazing imagery. Onefor example, I’ vealready
mentioned —theimage of Potvin'solder brother, theyoung hunter, who crieshimself to deep thenight he
killshisfirst buck [* The Ceebration Storm”]. But consider theimage of the A postle Peter, [from*“ The
Woman of Back Cold”], surfing off the scenic mura of atrain station and kissing the praying woman into
dlence. Smply amazing.

And consder also theimage of ano-legged man [ Rhythm of the Bridge’] who madly tambourineswhile
bal ancing on the edge of abridge during araging storm, even astheflood watersflow furioudy about him.

The Attention Lessonisfull of such evocativeimages.

Tyingintotheimagery of Potvin'spoetry ishispoetics, which arelikewise grand and intriguing. Consider this
sampling of someof my favorites:

You let down your guard for a second and Egypt wandersin. [Number Catsin the Hospital]

But the hand remember s, shows constant movies of miniature storms, electric flooding, magma
acrossthe palm... [The Scar]

...waking up to their medieval was magic, like finding a crack in your thigh where only the mirror
can seethetiny lionsinside and prowling. [Hunger Where You Can’t See]

But the kites remain, persistently piercing the smog like a child enroute to Disneyland asking “ Are we
thereyet, daddy? Arewethere?’ [AnIndependent Question]

Her smile was a favor passed around so long it grew a white beard. [ The Bearded Favor]

But his tongue was a beach where no one could swim because of constant shark action. Even the
sharks that died came back to haunt the place. [ The Gravel Dog]

And | knew when | saw her cheeks twitch that an internal howling had loosed the dogs. [One by One]

Another fascinating aspect of Potvin’s The Attention Lessonisthat he usesthe Greek a phabet, which was
thefirst language created in order to document businesstransactionsand ora histories, asthe numbering
systemfor hisbook. Becausethere aretwenty-four |ettersin the al phabet, and forty-eight poems, Potvin
beginsand endsthe book with“apha.” It seemsto suggest two meanings: 1) that lifecomesfull circle; or, 2)
lifeisanendlesscycleof beginningsand endings.



Regarding the significance of using the Greek a phabet, however, I’ dliketo think it symbolizesthese primary
points

1. Thebirth and burgeoning of human civilization—the quickening of intellect, analys's, and theory acrossall
areasof science.

2. The Greek’sperspectiveof “ethikos’ (thetheory of living), or thegreat human dilemma

Andthisbringsusfull-circlewith theintroductory thoughts above—Potvin’s observances of the human
experience, itscommonritua, psychological effects, parade of ethos, and even the creation of our own
mythol ogiesand parables, standsasareminder that the depi ction of the human dilemmaisindeed universal,
comprehendibleacross continentsand cultures.

Even Potvin’snaming convention for the sectionsof The Attention Lesson substantiatethistheme of
analyzing the human experience-theindividua’ sroleto man, nature, and the gods. From the beginning of
the collection, working toward itsend, the sectional titlesare named: Warm Up Exercises, Word Power,
Case Studies, Raw Materias, How To, Puzzlers, Answer Sheets, M aking Connections, Other Sources of
Evidence, and ExtraCredit.

Don't thesetitlessound like chaptersin aclassi cal languagetextbook or in an anthropological study
worksheet or guidebook usedinthefield?

It’ sfascinating, and fitting, that the section* Answer Sheets,” isempty. Potvin seemsto suggest that thereis
no answer sheet to life, no answersto the complicated and enigmatic dilemmathat facesusaswe entertain
fate, employ agency, andtirelesdy hope or search for good fortune.

Thereisafamous odefrom Sophaocles’ tragedy Antigonethat includesthe phrase” Numberlessarethe
world’swonders, but none/ Morewonderful than man....”

TheAttention Lesson manifeststhe essence of thisin amagnificent manner, thanksto athoughtful observer
and resplendent interpreter.
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Thepoemsl| highlighted inthisreview wereread by Potvin at the MiPOesias Reading Seriesthis past
January (at the Stain Bar in Williamsburg, Brooklyn). Potvinisafinereader, offering good inflections. But
most striking to mewashisuse of slencejust after finishing apoem. Maybe hewas merely searching for his
next poem to read. Neverthel ess, thefiveto eight second pause before he began introducing his next poem
gavemetimetolet theimagesand impressionslinger onthemind' sstage.



