Study Guide for Jeremy Ingalls: Selected Poems
Brief Introduction to Ingalls’s Life and Historical Importance

Jeremy Ingalls (1911–2000) was, as Alison Hawthorne Deming asserts in her introduction to Ingalls’s Selected Poems, a writer and thinker navigating several scholarly channels simultaneously: “a metaphysical rationalist, a formal experimentalist, a Christian scholar of world religions” (15). 

Beginning with The Metaphysical Sword (1941), Stephen Vincent Benét’s selection for the Yale Younger Poets Prize, Jeremy Ingalls launched a career that generated poetry from the widest possible range of inspirations. These included world travel, including extended stays in her second home, Japan; professorships in English, American Literature, and Asian Studies; research of American Indian and African traditional ceremonies, as well as the epic tradition; absorption of many traditional poetic forms and invention of others; and, towards the end of her life, consideration of the uncertainties presented by quantum mechanics, with its ‘dark matter’ and inward universe. 

While the braid of Ingalls’s work contains many threads, from traditional Japanese forms to Hopi and Ibo chants to modern fears in the face of world war, the weaving together comes from her belief that poetry is a universal heritage, a “shared identity” (Deming 10), and that embrace of one tradition does not exclude others. 
Jeremy Ingalls: Selected Poems brings together, for the first time, the best of Ingalls’s work and highlights its historical importance: set aside in recent years as representing “an encyclopedic knowledge in what became an attention-deficit time” (Deming 19), its global awareness is uniquely relevant to the twenty-first century.
Approaches in the Classroom

By virtue of their broad geographic and formal scope, the Selected Poems pair well with other texts from a variety of cultures and historical periods (see “Companion Readings”). The scope and scholarly bent of the poems, as well as the dearth of existing research on Ingalls’s life and work, create opportunities for self-motivated students to conduct original and unduplicated research (see “Suggestions for Student Research Projects”). 
Students will connect with Ingalls’s approach to travel writing in selections from The Woman from the Island (1958) and These Islands Also (1959) and may craft imitations from their own experience. Creative writers will also enjoy analyzing and replicating Ingalls’s formal innovation in poems such as “Choreograph: Fuji Variations.” 

In considering the Selected Poems as a whole, discussion of the ‘poet’s project’ and poetic ambition will spark conversation on Ingalls’s literary legacy, including her relative obscurity in recent decades, raising the question, “What makes a poet’s work endure?”

Ingalls’s response to war (in wry, anxious poems such as “Apprehension” and “Perspective” from The Metaphysical Sword) and her awareness of globalization (in poems including “Our World Is Where We are Looking” and “The Woman from the Island,” from the book of the same name) remain highly relevant, even prescient, today. 
Questions for Student Discussion
How would you characterize Ingalls’s response to incipient world war in The Metaphysical Sword, published in 1941? Her next two books of poems, published postwar, address cross-cultural exchange and, in the case of These Islands Also (1959), modern and traditional Japan—why do you think this choice was made? What shifts do you see in Ingalls’s work and sensibilities postwar? 
Describe the arc or progression of Ingalls’s work from The Metaphysical Sword through This Stubborn Quantum. How does this progression connect to what you know of Ingalls’s life, as summarized in the Introduction to the Selected Poems? To historical events? To the work of other leading poets within the same time frame? 
Alison Hawthorne Deming characterizes Ingalls as “an encyclopedic imagination in what became an attention-deficit time” (19). Do you agree with this characterization of our time and of Ingalls’s placement within it? Why or why not? What elements of twenty-first century life might give Ingalls’s work relevance today?

Consider the following lines from the penultimate stanza of “The Woman from the Island”:

… Now having come,

I learn to speak unwelcomely a world

No world, is less than air, no habitation.

And one I met, a singer of the worlds,
Who gave her hand to mine walks, too, a stranger,

Unheard or disregarded or reproached

For talking of our world as if it were.

How do you interpret the phrases “a world/ No world, is less than air, no habitation” and “Unheard or disregarded or reproached/ For talking of our world as if it were”? What connections can be drawn between these phrases and other images in the poem? Could the phrases be used to interpret Ingalls’s work as a whole? If so, how?
In “A Message to Tu Fu,” from The Metaphysical Sword, Ingalls addresses the eighth-century Chinese poet with the lines “It is the same world, old father.” Using specific lines from the poem to guide your interpretation, describe the connection that Ingalls feels with Tu Fu. According to the poem, what is Tu Fu’s legacy, and how does Ingalls see herself as participating in or carrying on that legacy? According to the poem, and in your own opinion, why might carrying on that legacy matter? 
Conduct a close reading of “Perspective,” from The Metaphysical Sword, in comparison to Yeats’s “The Second Coming.” In “Perspective,” Ingalls writes that “Hardly the sun has moved. The time is still/ The crucifixion.” How does this image, along with others from the poem, connect to or diverge from Yeats’s vision of the apocalypse? Does either poem offer a sense of hope or redemption? Why or why not?
In your opinion, what is Ingalls’s goal or motivation in the ‘travel writing’ or ‘global writing’ of The Woman from the Island and These Islands Also? What do you believe she hopes to prove, disprove, or simply approach in poems like “The Root of an Arrow” and “Portraits”? Does Ingalls’s approach to ‘global writing’ differ according to the culture she is describing—e.g., Japanese, Hopi, or Ibo sources?
Companion Readings
H.D. and Ezra Pound. Connections: response to war; the epic tradition; evocations of classical, Continental, and East Asian literature. Analysis: in what ways do you see Pound’s and H.D.’s influence on Ingalls’s reaction to war, embrace of world literature, and interest in the epic tradition? In what ways does Ingalls diverge from their concerns and forger her own path? What historical, political, or gender-based factors might account for these similarities and differences?
Elizabeth Bishop. Connections: the exotic; travel writing; poetic form. Analysis: what motivates both writers’ preference for “the exotic over the familiar… the social/historical canvas over the personal or intimate” (Deming 15)? What differences might account for or address Ingalls’s relative anonymity in recent years as opposed to Bishop’s enduring popularity? 
Matsuo Basho (1644–1694). Connections: travel writing; traditional Japanese form (haiku). Analysis: compare Ingalls’s These Islands Also to Basho’s classic travel chronicle, Narrow Road to the Interior. How might Ingalls have used Basho’s work as a model for her project? Can you trace a direct connection between Basho’s poems or prose passages and any of Ingalls’s poems in These Islands Also (analogous to her appeal to Tu Fu in “A Message to Tu Fu”)? How are Ingalls’s use of form, vocabulary, and description of the places and people she encounters similar to or different from Basho’s? 
Gerard Manley Hopkins. Connections: the religious impulse; poetic form, specifically sprung rhythm, in poems such as “Not For This Year Only” and “Choreograph: Fuji Variations.” Analysis: how is Ingalls’s use of sprung rhythm similar to or different from the work of Hopkins, who pioneered the form? (Creative writers may wish to complete an imitation modeled on Ingalls’s adaptations of sprung rhythm.) What connections may be drawn between the two poets’ religious sensibilities?
Suggestions for Student Research Projects

Choosing either “The Way by Chant and Dancing” or “Ukata Against Death,” research the ceremony referenced in the poem. How close does Ingalls stay to the specific elements, intentions, rhythms, and language of the original chant? Does she change the original in any way? Does she add her own intentions or interpretations?
For students with interest in the epic tradition: compare excerpts from Ingalls’s epic poem TAHL (published by The University of Arizona Poetry Center, 2002) with H.D.’s Trilogy or Pound’s Cantos. (Note that Ingalls’s intention, like H.D.’s, was to complete a trilogy of long poems, of which TAHL was the first and only completed segment.) 
Select a single poem with many cultural allusions, such as “Our World Is Where We Are Looking,” and prepare a gloss [annotation], researching each allusion and providing commentary on its cultural significance and its function in the poem. 
