“Bill Holm: Playing His Own Songs” (criticism)

from Bill Holm, Distinguished Artist (the McKnight Foundation, 2008) 








“Resist much, obey little.”—Walt Whitman


Walt Whitman’s advice to Americans has been one of Bill Holm’s favorite aphorisms for as long as I have known him.  It reflects a cantankerous independence which we recognize as characteristically Minnesotan, typically high sixties . . . and traditionally American.  For all his oft-voiced reservations about his native country (more properly, because of those reservations), no truer American existed than Bill Holm. 


Holm’s career has been a life-long struggle to find a place far from the center of corruption and to define himself on terms other than those imposed by mainstream, middle-brow America.  As a boy in Swede Prairie Township, Yellow Medicine County, Bill Holm, Jr. (“Little Billy”) gazed out from his farmhouse bedroom across “a sea of bright blue [flax] blossoms,” (Eccentric 10), and saw an America “too strange, too hostile, too unsuited to my nature” for comfort (Eccentric 11).  Fifty years later, in The Windows of Brimnes, Professor Dr. William Holm gazed out of the window of his home in Hofsós, Iceland, across the blue Atlantic, at an America overripe with “too much religion and not enough gods, too much news and not enough wisdom, . . . too many humans but not enough eagles” (14).  Things change over half a century, but not much.  


In his life and writing, Bill Holm has spent a lot of time going out and coming back, measuring the home place by some newly explored geography, defining his own Self in terms of some psychological Other.  “You have to know the world so well before you know the parish,” Sarah Orne Jewett told a young Willa Cather, and it does not much matter whether the parish is Swede Prairie Township, Minnesota, or Bronx, New York: eyes and ears that never escape remain permanently blindered, deaf.  Holm’s early excursions were into classical music, Literature with a capital L (canonical American authors, D. H. Lawrence, the Bible, Icelandic sagas), and his own imagination.  Later came geographical explorations: undergraduate studies in St. Peter, Minnesota, graduate school at University of Kansas, a teaching position at Hampton Institute, a Fulbright to Iceland, a year in China . . . and always, until his retirement in 2007, return to teaching at Southwest Minnesota State University in Marshall, Minnesota, not fifteen miles down route 68 from his home in Minneota.  “In my end is my beginning,” wrote T. S. Eliot, who offers as good a key to Holm’s work as Bill’s own favorite authors, Whitman and Thoreau.  


As young as ten, Holm was busy assembling The Collected Poems of William J. Holm, 1953, printing the poems on unlined paper and sewing them together with thread (Brimnes 128), but for all his youthful aspirations, he would not publish his first book until the age of 41.  Holm is a Robert Frost, not a John Keats: his work is the product of long incubation.  During his adolescence, while others were playing football, drinking Grain Belt, and picking rock in their fathers’ fields, Holm was singing in the Icelandic Lutheran Church choir, playing the piano, and refining his philosophy of life.  “I have my own philosophy of life,” read the words below his senior photo in the 1961 Minneota High School yearbook; “I made it; I live it; and I change it when I please.”  In most things, Holm set himself squarely against the established power structures and received wisdom of his home town—and America—during the 1950s, embodying the sixties version of Whitman’s admonition: “whatever the power structure wants you to do is probably not in your best interest, so do the opposite.” In an early essay titled “The Grand Tour,” Holm writes, “One of power’s unconscious functions is to rob you of your own experience by saying: we know better, whatever you may have seen or heard, whatever cockeyed story you come up with; we are experience, and if experience contradicts us, why then you must be guilty of something” (Music 12).  Shaped from experience or story or imagination, your world is truer than their world, and don’t you forget it. 


Perhaps it is well that American high schools are so repressive and depressive: they motivate students to get out.  “At 18,” Holm recalls, “what I wanted most to see in the world was the Minneota city limits receding, for the last time, in the rear view mirror of an automobile driving east, to New York, Boston, Washington. . . .”  Even when Bill Holm, Sr., suffered a debilitating stroke the spring of his son’s graduation, Bill Holm, Jr., did not look back: he enrolled at Gustavus Adolphus College that fall.  By 1965 he was editing the college literary magazine, Prospects (its lead poem, “Beyond the dark jaws of the hornet,” was authored by one Bill Holm, with other Holm poems scattered throughout). For another twelve years Holm avoided Minneota, where, he says, “the fifties lasted a long time” (Brimnes 119).  “I traveled, got educated, married, divorced, and worldly,” he wrote succinctly in 1985 (Music 56), and while he expands slightly on these years in subsequent work—particularly “Iceland 1979” in Eccentric Islands and “Minnesota—the Early Years” in The Windows of Brimnes—on his marriage and early career, he is largely silent. (We may learn more when Holm completes his current project, a history of his sixty years in the American educational system.)


Robert Bly once told an audience at Knox College, “We expect great creativity out of poets in their twenties, and that’s a disaster.  You can’t write great poetry in your twenties, you’re too neurotic.  Poetry comes later, in your thirties, forties.  Your job in your twenties is to go out and make contact with the world.”  For Holm, on whom Robert and Carol Bly were major influences, making contact with the world amounted to both getting out of Minnesota and encountering his Other.  In a prose preface to the poem titled “Advice”—which, as a letterpress broadside, hangs framed beside his piano in Minneota—he writes, “Either we make friends with this opposite, though it makes us no money, or it turns vicious and poisons our conscious lives.  This is not practical; it is necessary.”  (Holm would return to the Jungian idea of a shadow self in an essay in The Windows of Brimnes, 2007.)  Eventually those encounters with the world proved almost as disillusioning as the high school experience—empty-hearted rootlessness, books used as blunt instruments, sneering disbelief—and in 1977 he purchased a $5,000 house in Minneota and returned to the parish.  “The paradox,” he wrote, “was that the farther away I traveled, to places utterly unlike Swede Prairie and my father’s farm, the more clearly I saw and understood the farm, the more the wisdom it had to offer revealed itself to me” (Windows, 129).  


Holm took work where he could find it—including a week of “Poetry Out Loud” readings with Fred Manfred and Phebe Hanson—and ink where he could make it: in little magazines (Minnesota Monthly, Crazy Horse, Spoon River Quarterly), in a chapbook titled Happy Birthday, Minneota (edited by Tom Guttormsson, Bill Holm, and John Rezmerski), and in another tiny chapbook titled Minnesota Lutheran Handbook.  The Happy Birthday anthology contains work by Robert and Carol Bly, Alec Bond, Florence and Philip Dacey, Leo Dangel, Phebe Hanson, Tom Hennen, William Kloefkorn, Fred and Freya Manfred, Howard and Jody Mohr, Joe and Nancy Paddock, and John Rezmerski.  This is an impressive list and a clear indication that Holm was discovering the literature of his own place.  In this respect, his experience replicated that of Robert Bly and of Paul Gruchow, who grew up on a farm not thirty miles north of Swede Prairie Township: “I had not imagined, or been encouraged to imagine, that it was possible to live in the country and write books, too.  Nor did I suspect that it was possible to write books about our countryside. . . .  I was left to unearth by my own devices, years [after high school and college] the whole fine literature of my place” (Grass Roots, 134).  In an article on Fred Manfred, Holm also admits, “I had not imagined as a teenager that a writer could live in such a place [as Minneota]” (50).  


In fact, the late 1970s and ‘80s were for Americans of Holm’s generation a time of retreat from urban chaos, a time of discovering Woodstock and other country retreats (the 1980 census is the only census in American history to show more people moving to “rural” areas than to “urban” areas) and a good time for writers of the small town, countryside and wilderness.  Robert Bly was in all the poetry textbook anthologies, radios across America tuned each weekend to Garrison Keillor for the news from Lake Wobegon, and even The New Yorker was filled with writers like Annie Dillard and Wendell Berry writing about pastoral locales far from the Big Apple.  Beginning a teaching career at Southwest State University, Holm got the best of both the eighties and the sixties: the baby of the State University System, Southwest runs about fifteen years behind the current national trend, and was thus in 1981 a remote outpost of the high sixties.  An entry in my own journal for January 13, 1982 reads, “Lunch with crowd of students, faculty: Kari on my right casually smoking a joint in the middle of the cafeteria, Holm on my left calling for the undermining of the middle class and return of Marx and Lenin to the classroom.”  This was also the time of the so-called “Cornstock” readings at the American Legion in Ghent, Minnesota (between Minneota and Marshall), a kind of early poetry slam, where poets and musicians gathered to dine on each other’s hot dish and salad, drink beer, strut their stuff, and develop an audience.  Cornstock gave birth to Phil Dacey’s week-long Marshall Festivals, which further showcased local and rural writers.  Holm polished tales he had spun out East about “the rich variety of characters in small towns, whom one could know, tolerate, and forgive in ways not available to the guarded privacy of the big city” (Music 33).  And he built an audience.


In 1985 two different small presses published “real” books by Bill Holm: books bearing the author’s name and the book’s title in the spine.  One—Plains Press, publisher of The Music of Failure—would remain small and virtually invisible, but the other—Milkweed Editions, publisher of Boxelder Bug Variations—would become one of the nation’s premier literary publishing operations and one of the Twin Cities’ “Big Three.”  Both books—and the later collection of poems The Dead Get By with Everything (1990) and The Heart Can Be Filled Anywhere on Earth (1996)—are firmly rooted in Holm’s place in western Minnesota.  The Music of Failure is a gathering of Minneota character profiles, Poetry Out Loud adventures, and prose meditations like “Horizontal Grandeur” and “The Music of Failure.”  The book was typeset at the Minneota Mascot newspaper office, and Holm’s friend Tom Guttormsson contributed photos.  Its initial printing sold out before the publisher could circulate review copies.  Boxelder Bug Variations was an elegantly designed and illustrated gathering of witty poems, prose pieces, and even musical compositions celebrating the insect which is the bane of rural Minnesota in the fall.  Its genesis, according to its author, was a creative writing class assignment: “You don’t have to go to exotic places to find material.  You can write a poem about anything.  That boxelder bug there—for next class, write a poem about it.”  Never one to ask more of his students than he gave himself, Holm wrote a poem about the bug . . . and then another, and then another, and then another.  In 1988 Boxelder Bug Variations became a musical version performance at the Lyric Theater in Minneapolis, with Holm himself playing piano and harpsichord.  


These books, the work of a writer of considerable experience, power, and vision, celebrate not some Other of distant place or abstract idea, but features of the social and geographical landscape Holm so distained as a high school senior.  “The further away from Minneota that I got, the more I realized that my material as a writer—not just the material, but the way that I saw the world, and the lens through which I observed America, the world and my life—had something to do with this funny little town where I was born,” Holm told MPR’s Euan Kerr on May 12, 2008.  Holm does not romanticize the past, but he sees in the rapidly disappearing “pickled-in-amber culture” of the Icelandic-Americans of his parents’ generation an attractive alternative to the glitz and glam and consumerism of what children of the sixties called “the creeping American meatball.”  (Holm titled his contribution to Mark Vinz and Thom Tammaro’s Imagining Home “Is Minneota in America Yet?”)  The penny auctions of the Farm Holiday Association, DFL politicians like Floyd Olson and Hubert Humphry, Republicans like Valdimar Bjornsondark, and the prairie populism of Holm’s father provide a tradition with which he could identify: “Come into an old café / in Ghent, or Fertile, or Halloway / . . . These are the men wrecking the ship of state— / the carriers of darkness.”  In the essay “Horizontal Grandeur,” Holm proudly describes his own “prairie eye” and concludes, “Nothing can be done about living here.  Nor should it be.  The heart can be filled up anywhere on earth” (Music 87).


In his book Invisible Republic, a discussion of Bob Dylan’s Basement Tapes, Greil Marcus talks about an “old, weird America” embodied in the folk music tradition recovered by Dylan, into which Dylan himself became increasingly absorbed.  Reading Holm’s portraits of Ronald the Road Runner, Rose Bardal preaching sermons in Icelandic to the corn stalks, Minneota bag lady Sara Kline, and his own father who “god-damned this, and god-damned that, and god-damned a politician as ‘an asshole too dumb to piss with his pants full,’ ” one realizes that Holm too celebrates an old, weathered, curmudgeonly America . . . which he too moves to join.  For his 1993 essays for Landscape of Ghosts, Holm selected subjects old and weathered—barns, outhouses, junked cars and tractors, rocks, windmills, graveyards, silos.  “Here is a book full of pictures of stuff nobody wants to look at and of essays on subjects no one wants to read about,” he writes by way of introduction.  Prefacing Mike Melman’s 1997 book of urban photographs, The Quiet Hours, Holm writes, “Here are pictures of old places that remind us of our own age, but they are sad too in that what was beautiful and majestic in these buildings has been replaced by a species of soulless utilitarianism” (4).  Holm remains to this day a Luddite who distains television, computer and even typewriter, preferring to write his manuscripts long hand on a pad of yellow legal paper.  


In turning to a discarded Old as an antidote to the disconcerting present, Holm works within a tradition that includes writers like Jeffers, Frost, Anderson, Faulkner, Etter, Keillor, Abbey, Dylan; most members of the sixties generation (so very different from, opposed to the seventies yuppies, the eighties ideologues, the nineties businessmen); his older colleagues at Southwest State (Alec Bond, Adrian Louis, Joseph Amato); and the writers Holm selected as “mentors” of the regional tradition he defined in his 2007 anthology of Southwest Minnesota State writers, Farming Words: Meridel Le Sueur, Thomas McGrath, William Stafford, Robert and Carol Bly, Eugene McCarthy, and Fred Manfred. 


But sixties people are a restless lot, and Holm was not about to sit in Minneota forever.  In 1985, Southwest Minnesota State University agreed to a teacher exchange with Xi’an University in China.  This exchange lasted only a year, in part because what Minnesota got from China was a party aparachik who spoke little English and knew less about education.  But quid pro quo, Xi’an got Bill Holm—American Jeremiah, cranky missionary for subversive ideas, proponent of individual experience over party doctrine.  He was certainly not what card-carrying administrators there expected, nor was China the blessed alternative to American vulgarity that Bill anticipated.  Shortly after Bill’s arrival we received a telegram: “Help!  Luggage lost.  Send Chore Boy scrubbers.  Send Clorox bleach.  Send Comet cleanser and S O S pads. . . .”  We packed a box, sent it airmail at forty or fifty dollars, and listened, bemused, for the explosion.  What we got was a series of updates recording a gradual unraveling . . . and then a refocusing, and then a quirky affection.  


China was a timely subject in 1990, and Coming Home Crazy: An Alphabet of Chinese Essays got Holm a review in the New York Times.  Like anyone who spent time in a “developing nation” in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Holm encountered enough deprivation, idiocy, and bureaucratic intransigence to make America look almost attractive; the book is in part a rant against Chinese banking, bound feet, bad food and flies.  However, also like those who went abroad during this time, Holm met many bright and energetic students, had some unforgettable experiences exploring an Other even more exotic than Iceland, and came home if not crazy, certainly altered. 


In China, Holm was seen as an American, and some aspects of America began to look pretty darned attractive.  “I found myself . . . simultaneously feared and heroized for being a symbol of something I wasn’t even sure I could stomach any longer,” he writes in amazement; “I even forgot my old anger at American politics of the eighties.”  But Holm is one of those old, weird Americans, and the yardstick of China helped Holm measure developments in late eighties America, especially the expanding web of rules, regulations, slogans, and plans imposed by power structures here and there.  “Henry [Thoreau] found his angle of vision at his cabin on Walden Pond,” Holm writes; “I had to go outside the United States to find mine” (Brimnes 20).  The business model increasingly used by American colleges is not much different from the old soviet system of committees, studies, strategic goals, 5-year plans, personal development plans, annual progress reports on Great Leap Forward plans.  One of the more entertaining stories in Coming Home Crazy is the tale—familiar to everyone at Southwest—of Holm’s confrontation with the personnel department employee who demanded to see Holm’s Social Security card before re-enrolling him on the state payroll.  “An original, not a copy,” she told Holm, pointing to page 8795 of the Federal Register, form 1-9 903/06/870.  “She was, like every Chinese bureaucrat I met, ‘only doing my job,’ ” Holm writes, just before quoting Whitman: “Resist much, obey little.”


Holm returned to China in 1988 and again in 1992 for another teaching assignment.  Under the auspices of the U. S. State Department, he traveled to Panama, Vietnam, Madagascar.  In 1999 he returned to Reykjavík, a city dramatically transformed from what he had seen twenty years before.  His travel essays showed up in popular magazines and he made frequent guest appearances on PBS’s The Savvy Traveler.  In Eccentric Islands, Holm converts these geographical Others—and a few mental islands—into enclaves of alternative life, Holm far away from home.  Iceland was far enough from the thickening center that Holm bought a small home on the island’s north shore—a place akin to Thoreau’s cabin at Walden, or Ernest Oberholtzer’s cabin at Rainy Lake, both described in Cabins of Minnesota—some distant outpost at the world’s end where he could spend each summer teaching writing workshops and writing his own books.  Not unexpectedly, then, experience away from Southwestern Minnesota provides most of the content for essays in Eccentric Islands (2000), The Windows of Brimnes (2007) and to a large degree for the poems of Playing the Black Piano (2004).  Amid description of places abroad, however, Holm continues his critique of power structures home and abroad.  The latest “American News” in an ironic poem of that title is the hope that “An attack on Iraq could trigger a market rally.”  The poem “To Kristján Árnason” satirizes the postmodern relativism fashionable today: “if you say in poem or song to your fellow man: / ‘This is a beautiful bowl,’ they laugh, / saying: ‘That is only your view, your denial / that trees have suffered, that one bowl / is necessarily more beautiful than / another bowl.’ ”  The “Official Talk in Wuhan—1992” sounds like official talk at the university, all over America: “When nothing has happened there is no need / to mention it, it would only prove / embarrassing if certain policies / were brought up, though of course / everything, as you see, is fully / ordinary, moving forward, though without / any backward to move forward / from and everyone smiles and is / happy; doing their part, though of what / they are not sure. . . .”  Here is a world too strange, too hostile, too unsuited to Holm’s nature.  


The Icelandic community described in The Windows of Brimnes is similar to the Minnesota Holm knew as a boy in that it is a place filled with people who share each other’s history and trust.  It is unlike modern America, where “thumbprints, hidden cameras, scanners, national ID’s, armed national guards, wiretaps, X-rayed shoes,” and other powers of the secret police make us neither free nor safe.  Where the function of television is not to inform or entertain, but to distract and deafen.  Holm’s careful attention to names and histories and minutest details of small places reminds us of all that has been lost in our chaotic, materialistic, sound-bite world.  Essays on departed aunts, and uncles and on the year and circumstances of his birth (1943) echo some of the material in The Heart Can Be Filled, and join Icelanders in American with Icelanders in Iceland.  But the parallels suggest that the Brimnes alternative, like the Minneota alternative, is endangered, going if not gone.  Corruption, if not compulsory, is omnipresent, spreading inexorably from New York to Baghdad, Ulaanbaatar, and even Brimnes.  The Windows of Brimnes concludes with a chapter titled “Fog,” which describes the recent industrialization of the island, and the decline of fishing.  Holm concludes darkly, “the Icelanders are giving up their only real patrimony—the emptiness and wisdom of nature—for money” (207).    


A note of acquiescence, of loss beyond repair, of the futility of resistance creeps into late Holm.  “Oh what a time it was, I have a photograph,” Paul Simon once sang about old folks looking back at the only memory they had; Holm too uses old photos to suggest things irrevocably lost to an indifferent world: “Now all flesh is gone, names too. / Nothing left but brown images, / lit by silent flashes, / the squeezed bulb in the photographer’s hand” (107).   Some of Holm’s best poems are elegies on deceased friends like Mike Doman and Alec Bond, public figures like Fred Manfred and Paul Wellstone.  The final poem of Playing the Black Piano—which Holm called “the theme of the book”—is titled “Letting Go of What Can Not Be Held Back.”  It begins, “Let go of the dead now” and concludes “Practice / your own song.  Now.”  


The focus of Bill Holm’s own song has swung swing from the home place to the larger world, back to the home place, out to an even larger world, and thence to the physical and mental retreat of cabins in Minnesota and Iceland.  It moves from Self to Other to Self in Other(s).  This ambivalence is not unusual in the experience of sixties people, or Midwesterners, or Americans, as we seek simultaneously to transcend our place and to celebrate what makes us what we are.  Beyond spinning entertaining stories of Minneota and China and Iceland, Holm helps us examine the process we all go through, and points out opportunities and dangers.  He himself says it best toward the beginning of The Windows of Brimnes: “We do not see reality—or Nature—directly, but always through a window of some sort.  These windows are often physical, the window of our ‘place,’ our experience, our particular angle onto nature.  But they can be mental, . . . the boundaries we erect around our imagination.”  The important thing, Holm tells us again and yet again, is never to forget . . . and never to settle.  

