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I am sure he would choose honesty, too, if he knew what it
was.

The last time someone asked him how he managed to
compose limericks, John said, “What are limericks?”

But then, John is still young (seventy-nine, | think, judg-
ing from his appearance) and he may yet learn some of the
rudiments of verse, though I understand 3-to-1 odds that he
won't learn are being offered and finding no takers.

Another question I am frequently asked is: “How is it you
are willing to appear in the same book with John Ciardi?” And
to that the only possible answer is “Sheer stupidity!”

Actually, it was not my intention to take part in this
meésalliance, and 1 had better tell you the whole story.

I had composed, in leisurely style, and with involuted
poetic thought, three hundred limericks and had published
them in three books (one hundred limericks apiece, for those
of you who are mathematically inclined and are trying to di-
vide three hundred by three—something that consistently
gives John trouble).

The first was published under the title of Lecherous
Limericks by Walker and Company. They were not lecherous,
of course, but rather delightful; yet Walker turned down the
suggestion of Delightful Limericks because he said he wanted
the alliteration. (That means two L’s, John.)

Whereupon 1 suggested Lovely Limericks, Languorous
Limericks, and Lilting Limericks as more truly descriptive and
as alliterative as well, but the publisher, a ribald sort, coun-
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tered with Lascivious Limericks and we compromised on
Lecherous.

When the second book appeared, there was considerable
head scratching over a title that would capitalize on the
enormous cleverness of the first. No less than seventy-eight
possible titles were studied and rejected, including, The Bride
of Lecherous Limericks, Lecherous Limericks Fights Back, and
Lecherous Limericks in the Black Lagoon.

At the end of a nineteen-hour marathon session on the
subject, we had about settled on Lecherous Limericks Meets
Dracula and the Wolf Man and Abbott and Costello, when a
delivery boy who had just delivered sandwiches said, “Why
not call it More Lecherous Limericks?”

We threw him out, of course, for compound fracture of
the imagination and naturally refused to pay for the sand-
wiches.

But we decided to use his title, and More Lecherous
Limericks 1s what it was. When the third book came out, a
mood of exhaustion had enveloped us, and when the pub-
lisher said sarcastically, “I suppose you want to call this one
Still More Lecherous Limericks?” 1 was astonished at the bril-
liance of the notion and accepted it at once.

The three books, you can well imagine, set the publish-
ing world ablaze. Far and wide, from sea to shining sea, book-
store clerks all over were saying, with one voice, “Sorry, sir, |
never heard of them.”

I sat back with satistaction to enjoy my growing fame as a
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lyric poet, taking pleasure at my having joined the ranks of the
Shakespeares and the Shelleys. (They're poets, John. Dead
ones. )

And that's where John Ciardi comes m.

I had met John Ciardi on occasions in the past. That s, 1
hadn’t exactly met him in the sense that it was a voluntary
coming together. Generally, I turned rapidly into a doorway as
soon as | saw him, but the trouble is that I am not sufficiently
visual. I generally ignore the world around me, being deeply
engaged in weaving my creative fancies within the labyrinths
of my brain. It followed that by the time the large and impres-
sively rotund figure of J. C. had impressed itself on my mind,
he was virtually upon me and it was too late to dodge.

Moving into a doorway was worse than useless, for he
merely followed me and there isn’t room 1n the same doorway
for John and me . . . or for John and anybody . . . or for John.

Let me explain, by the way, that John, ata loss for any
other claim to respectability, had decided to be a poet—or at
least to describe himself as such to any policeman who ap-
proached him for the obvious purpose of arresting him for ag-
gravated vagrancy in the third degree.

Out of weary politeness, everyone has accepted him at
this self-evaluation so that he is regularly described as “Mr.
John Ciardi, the self-proclaimed poet-or-something.”

You can well imagine that John was irritated in the ex-
treme at my cometlike blaze across the firmament of thyme
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and decided to do something about it. He sent me a letter
which read:

Since you've shown you can do it, old pal,
Then I, also, most certainly shall
Get exceedingly poetical.

This astonished me, for John's prosody is not usually that
skillful.

| found out later that he spent considerable time secluded
with my books of limericks, counting syllables and sounding
out the rhymes till he thought he could manage a passable
mmitation.

He then proceeded to write 144 limericks in a gross man-
ner only to find that he couldn’t get them published unless the
name of an established poet accompanied his.

[t was at that point that he got one of the few good ideas
he has ever had—perhaps even the only one. He challenged
me to do 144 also and join him in a coauthored book.

Caught by surprise, but—by the oddest chance—having
a free afternoon, I accepted, and the result was Limericks: Too
Gross, published by the esteemed gentlemen of W. W. Nor-
ton.

John was convinced, 1 am sure, that the book would
prove that he was a more delicately skillful poet than I was, so
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rates. There are times, in fact, when I feel that he is more pres-
ence than there is environment for. It will not do to enter his
presence until one has placated the first gods. I am empowered
by Nil and by Void, by Zilch and by Butkis, and by Framis
and Dither, mother and father of Cacophony, to declare that
Isaac is the only natural phenomenon capable of rushing in
forever to fill his own ever-expanding vacuum.

He has been a horizon line to my life, a constant and
necessary point of reference as impressively empty as the far
rim of an Oklahoma panorama. Oklahoma once picked up its
horizon and blew it away in dust storms. Isaac blows himself
away forever. Yet my faith remains that when the storm passes
the choking blather will subside and the horizon of some over-
blown future will once more come into view at the far reaches
of the cracked fields.

For there is no evil in the fellow; a talent for inducing
nausea, perhaps, but no evil. When, at dank intervals of the
soul, I am moved by the Imp of the Perverse to crave pure
revulsion, | seek out Isaac’s company and he never fails me,
for I know that once I have survived the moonscape (dark side)
of his wit, I am proof against every desolation of the spirit.

[t is not that Isaac’s prose is lacking. Nothing in the crea-
tion is less lacking. His is a primal blizzard. The utter, blasting
overmuchness of it makes nuance impossible and taste irrele-
vant. Granted such ample qualities in him, what can it matter
that he has a tin ear and a sledgehammer touch?

Yet now the fellow, having ridden my coattails to literary
splendor by association, has outblown his own bray. He has
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gone so far as to put words into my mouth. I will not attempt
to put any of my words into his: he would not be able to pro-
nounce them. Words, 1 would have him know, are precious
crystals. To put any words of mine into his mouth would be
like throwing fine Venetian glass into a wind tunnel, reducing
all that might once have trembled in purest tones to crash and
splatter.

The art of the limerick (as the truly formal half of this
book will make clear) is based on what I will call an ear for
chamber music. It is keyed to delicate harmonies and coun-
terpoints, to nuance, and to a seemingly effortless formality
and unity.

Isaac has, at best, a fife-and-drum ear. He has learned to
boom and to whistle and to strut to the beat, as any robot can.
Albert Einstein (a mathematician said by some to rival Isaac
Asimov) once remarked that if men were meant only to march
they would need no brain, for a merely reflexive spinal cord
would suffice for the work. Isaac, in his grasp of such meas-
ures, has understood Einstein and has economized accord-
ingly.

These distinctions have been obscured by the sandblast of
Asimov’s prose. Poetry, however—and even verse—comes
contained within a silence and echoes off into the silence that
follows. Nothing is more lacking than an Asimovian silence. It
is not that the language trembles at his assault upon it, but it
does snicker.

Isaac, nevertheless, has a shrewd head up his sleeve, and
his performance can be impressive until one stops to think



xvi - Foreword 11

about it. But as Samuel Johnson once remarked of a poodle
that danced on his hind legs (I approximate from memory),
“To say it is not well done would be a commonplace. The
wonder is that it should be attempted.”

There remains a point of conscience. I would not wil-
lingly defraud any reader. What shall I say to the reader who,
having paid for a whole book, finds he has bought only a halt
book? One might of course razor out Asimov’s pages, as neatly
as possible, and perhaps recover some of the purchase price by
peddling them at a garage sale for illiterates. To razor out
Isaac’s worthless pages, however, would likely damage the
binding that preserves my gemlike offerings. I suggest that the
tasteful reader merely skip Isaac’s awful oddities and read my
perfected forms twice, thus receiving full value, and more
—though once the reader comes under the spell of my
limericks I find it inconceivable that he could stop at a mere
two readings. Yet let me also suggest that the reader’s apprecia-
tion of my mastery can only be heightened by an occasional
glance at the profusions of the robotically admirable
Mr.—uh—oh, yes . . . Asimov.

What Asimov lacks of pure style

He makes up for—well, once in a while—
By the way he can bluster
From the depths of lackluster

To the (almost) transcendently vile.

John Ciardi
Key West, Flornda
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ISAAC ASIMOV JOHN CIARDI

Remarks made on the occasion of the publication of this,
their second, joint (sic) volume of limericks—

ISAAC ASIMOV: “The question I am most frequently
asked is, ‘Asimov, how do you manage to make up your
deliciously crafted limericks?’

“It’s difficult to find an answer that doesn’t sound
immodest, since ‘Sheer genius!” happens to be the truth.
It is terrible to have to choose between the virtues of
honesty and modesty. Generally I choose honesty, which
is one way (among many) in which I am different from
John Ciardi. Not that I mean to impugn John's character,
of course. I am sure he would choose honesty, too, if he
knew what it was.

“The last time someone asked him how se managed to
compose limericks, John said, "What are limericks?"”

JOHN CIARDI: “Isaac is the only natural phenomenon
capable of rushing in to fill his own ever-expanding
vacuum. ...

“The art of the limerick (as the truly formal half of this
book will make clear) is based on what I will call an ear
for chamber music. It is keyed to delicate harmonies and
counterpoints, to nuance, and to a seemingly effortless
formality and unity.

“Isaac has, at best, a fife-and-drum ear.”
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