
abbreviated version of Commencement address delivered by Denise Levertov - 1969 
commencement

(Note: For reasons ot space i t was i mpossible to include that part of Miss Levertov
t ov ' s s Dee ch which r eferred to a recent poem, Relear ni ng t he Alphabet, or the 
poem i itsel however, be appearing in her next volume, due t; be published 
in t he spring of 1970.) 

• •• it is possible t hat this is t he first occasion, here or anywhere else, that 
a college graduation address has been given by someonewho never went to school 
at all: not to k i ndergarten, no t t o grade school and not to college. 

It is this circumstance that suggested to me what I would like to say to you. 

Never .havi ng gone to school used at one ti~e to seem to me perhaps to have 
been a disadvantageI cer tainly enjoyed not going at t he time!-But when
I was around 30 - before l had become a college teacher myself · - I used to imagine 
thee brilliant lectures and the di scinlined courses of study in philosophy and 
history and classics which I mi ght have enjoyed if I had led a different life. 
even after I first began to teach, a fe w years ago, I had f or a whi 6e the feeling 
that beinga s tudent was a more attrac tive way of spending the years from 18 to 
22 or so than t he way I s pent t hem: workin _: at odd job s - l andgirl, nurse, bookstore r 

clerk, etc. - and reading writing, and going to museums in an entirely haphazard 
fashion even now I t hink student life in unusual colleges like Bennington, or 
immaculate Heart in L.A . (made famous by the former sister coritata ) and a f ewothers 
~~~be preferable •.• But as I - r ather slowly, because I was naive about it -
began to realize some of the things student s at most colleges and universitiesties are 
up against , and have heen up against from the time they were elementary- scgool k ids: 
the systematic stifling of cur io s ity , t he enforced study of materia l either uninter-
esting or seeming uninteresting because enforced, and t he pressures of competition 
for grades , and of excessive a oounts of r eading , and of f ormal papers to be written,
and of exams - then I began also to understand the tremendous advantage s of my 
informa l educat ion. 

Soon after I r ec eived the invitation to speak here on this occasion, I 
had a letter from a former student of mine who said t hat what she had most enjoyed
about our poetry class wa s that I was 'a serendipitous woman'. I can't tell 
you how much t hat pleased me . Serendipity, as you probably know, is defined as 
'the fac ulty of maki ng desir eable butunsought- for discoveries by accident'. 



The freed.. my parents gave oe as a child (I 'did lessons' of course ••• but 
ny s chedul e was not heavy a...YJ.d I had unllmi ted o ~Ypo rt'..<lli ties to read w:-iatever I 

felt like) and t he freedom I continued to ma ke for myself, blindly but persistently, 

Nhen I was older, reade it possible for ree to be'serendioitous'. For if sernndipity 

Ls a facult y , it is a facult y closely allied to t he i magination itself+, a ba sic 

1Ul!lan pote:itial; and like the i r::lat; i nation, it requires f r eedom in wh ic_J. to develop. 
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- •••• For peopl e of college age , selfde~F~ination has become t he nar.e for 

t;he fr eedom in whi c h i magi nat ion can grow . But curiously, there is less general 

1cceptance of the t~ ed for student sel f determination, and less unde i· standing of 

.rhat it oeans, than there is at -present of what you...r1g children need. Many of the 

3ame women ~ho r ead the super~arket macazines, in which quite liberal and hwaane 

!oncepts of childrearint; have be co.LJe corri:.:ion, and E:kk~h who have long since ta1::en 

)r Spock for granted, do rot seem to understand t he ir ,;:::r own children's need to 

!reate curricula and conditions czxxX..~;firl:xtr~ relevant to t heir lives. 

I' m mt going to s pell out the goal s of the student move~ent for self­

letermi nation, nor its essential conne c t ion with t henew levels of awarenes s 

iany peo ple of your generation have~:ttained cor.cerning racisim and the economics 
i 

>f a corrupt society, and concerni ng t~e rois~se of educational facil ities, not 

inly obviously, by maki ng t he u.nivef-si ties into war r e s earch factories, b"<1t !:lore 

;ubtl y by t he channelir:g of peo]le into th8 serv~ce of that s ystem . I a:!lrnt ~oing 

;o s pell i t out because I as s ume t hat a t Ben...r1ington you have 
1 
•• ad t he f reedoo to 

'ind out for yourselves what is goir.e tm in your world. 

But t here is a related detail l would like toiixN±.l:Nx rJ.ention: t :1is is t Le fact 

hat at many major universities:1n~~~&xi~at~saB~¥~ s to library stac ks . I ll'[ compar-
# -. 

son to many of t t.e gross i njust ices and unfre edoms of our times, this is a Jet a il ; 

ut it is i mportant bacuse i t se r iousl y affects the students' range of dis covery, 

nd thus the s~imulation and gr owth of t he ir imagination . How can professors and 

dministrat ors who 9ret end to know something about educat ion be so stupid as to 

hink an edi.l.cation worth the naI.'.le can take nlace 
. . 

when stud ent s~aveno chanc e to 
~ ,. 

rowse,.no chance to 1 ake ,.... discoverie s, t o find on a shelf near the book you came 

o look for another book that see:..1s to have been waiting for you all its life, the 

oak destined, by ap pearing just then , to change yo i.l.r life for ever? Imagine an 

duca tion in which all the reading was 'required reading ', or i n which the ..fill y way 

o explore your college l ibrary was by browsing th.viough the catalogue, and fillin6 ~,. 

/ 



) 

.t cards for those books whose titles intrig~ed you? Catalogues are not stimulat­

g, and t ~ :e hassle i s discouragi ng . You wait, you f wait, and finally they come and 

11 you the book is ;..mt anyway. The glorious leaps and bound s of s erendipi ty, from 

elf to shelf, from book to book, writer to writ er, can't take place .mder that 

striction. Some 8f you will be going t o graduate school, soree of you will work 

the field of education, or oarry peo pale in th~t field: p~lea~e do something 

outfhis problem, among all t he other problems. 

It is certainly by serendipity t hat Ihave L~ved as a peet. The kind of 

etry I write, which I have call ed a ~etry of or ganic or exploratory form as 

stinct from a poetry of predetermined oetrics and frow free veFse, is a poetry 

which one line, one image, leads to the discovery of the next, t he form of each 

he and i mage being revealed to t he writer by way of an intense z~x~li attention 

' content', but each line, a s it co files into being - into substance of s ound -

coming likewise a part of that content; s o that t he total form arrived at i s 

inscape, an accretio~ of organically re l at ed par t s r evealed to the i ntelligence 

r o J.gh a serendipitous ~rnrui openness rat he r t han b y the operations of t he will • 

. . . . . . . . . . . 
••• What serendipity oeans ±~ goes beyorJ the dictionary de f i nition: it 

plies living by intuition rather than by will •••• The i ntuit i on doe s not make plan f 

t; it sees where it is, v.lhat fl owers and stones are at its feet. 

Someone will s ay , ' But isn't the ecological mes s we're in, or t he 

~hitectl.lral aspect of our urban mess, for instance, the result precisely of 
:; planning?' I t :1in..l{ the answer is no, these me s se l? are due rather to the mean, 

~roWJtl shortsightedly me thodical planning of greedy and wilful men attempting to 

)loit the earth and exploit other men. They are ' out of Tao'. The paranoia that 

_ls itself 'defense' and leads to war is an~ther ki nd of wilfulness, of elaborate 

lnning that :::axes its~ves in a deadly chess game - always tryine to outwit, to 

>re. But when one is in a serendipitous state of grac e , he is freely open t o 
o"-

;cover. not oi:ily the i nscape of, p3.rtic.u l ar experi ences (or ba-MiesiL:&!i poems, if he 
lJHi- f1J\1. "n,~C(l'..1')~/ l\L,lli~cV( fb h1 5· (hVrv //f.Q : /\ 

a poet ).,; and.1;~1-..L~~ no need for him t o s c ore, and oaranoia cioe s not 
I'\ (!<.CC. '-!1:20.;.--i_z1i-, • ~ , _) -

·elop. If t hi-s-Ts ttue-:ror i ndivi duals , there is no reason why it should not 
1ve eq_ually true for groups. 

A serendipitous life~ must, from my observat i on, be particul ar yy hard 

lead in graduate schools . Lots of younG men have to go t o e r aduate s c!J.ool 
ause they have not been abl e to decide on any othe r way t o beat the Draft. For 



:irls, grad. school often seems more gratuitous, though there are of course 

ofessions for which it is genuinely necessary a...~d may even be interdsting . 
,wever, to any young wooan who is going to gradua:tate scho:)l in :2;n r<:lish mainly 

ecause she enjoys re~ding and perhaps writes too,I'd say, Don't do it. Or if 

,u li~!X: do do it," and :find it as deadly - as destructive to your experience of lit­

·ature, and to you~ ovm work•,* as I'm warning you it can be - then have the cour­

;e to drop out; don't stay in school just because you planned to, willed to go, 

·ogramme d yourself to get those degrees: don't stay to save face. 

But though grad. s chool is a hard place in which to attain to a harmonious · 

Ltuitiveness, an i deally serendiuitous life would truly be a life of continuing K 

.ucation~ If you look up the origins of the word education you will find it comes 

·om 'to lead out' - and one 'desireable but unsought-for discovery' leads always 
. ~ + . 

L and out (or in) to another; so that if one c5ilr~xex8ercise the faculty continu-

Lsly one wotdd fulfil :G!''lFor .ster' s famous injunction, 'Only connect! ' In t hat 

;ate •••• all tha t one hears and sees and st«.Ji oles across reveals its relatednes s , 
I) 

• that, in fact, t he exper ience artists know ~n their wor£-processes extends itself 

tto/ot her a~ pects of life. It's a drugless high, to p1;..t it anothe r way. And it's 

:cessible to anyone if - and only if - f.[13y live in a free environment • 

•••• It happens that I have nre Dared this tal k" in rather ueculiar 
4 - \ 

.rcwastances. The t reater part of what I have just said was written during the 
• I~ -

tttle of berkeley: For da~ while I xa:x would come in from the streets or t he 

I.ill pus to write dovm a sentence and leave 8gain, police helicopters were constantly 

>oming overhe~Ji . On~ wo~e ~Ko that sound in the mornings. My first page /p.d been 
If'! ~. Holt.~ ·'.·. ::._f'Jll 1• , 

~afted just before 1,w.fAt Dega!'l - at a point when I had been working with some of 
r students inx the original People's Park, which was such a beautiful, s pontaneous 

cpression of t he i mpul s e to be joyful even in tr~e dark times, and to share 
iat joy; of people's de~ermination not to wait for someone else to begin but tb 

.ve generously here and now. Before I had reached t he second or thi~d page, 

~ e notorious fence had gone u p around our park, and we had experienced the terror 

: marshall l aw, of clubs and of t eargas - teargas dro pped fro m helico pters - of 

isheathed bayonets an inch from our bellies or throats, and og guns fired in the 

;reets of nerkeley at an unarmed crowd of neonl e like you and me. 

Hany of rzy students andM~xN.:uihaN:d:s my husband's students soon exper ienced 

Lso the grote sque barbarity of the Santa B.i ta prison. Last summer many poeple fe l t 

iat police brutality i n t hi s countr y had r eacDed an alltime low during the Demo cr at­

! Convention i n Chicago (though bl ack peo ple,in the south and i n t he northe r n 
ie ttos , knew that t his was ::ot hi ng new - i t was only t he whit e mi ddle class ll.argets 

~- J,,J> .. ~1> •• t-..f; :,~ ;.-1_1f;1; c: • •• ,,,, .. t;. ~_,.rt:,. Jt .. 1U_~.ji)/l ,n; . "' ,"rf_'1.,._JL ~1·v~""'1119*'h 



hat were new).At Berkeley in May of 1969 that brutality escalated - and I think 

bave to face t h e likelihood, even the certa inty, alas, that there will be 

rther escalat ions - more 0£Uns turned a 0°ainst the neo ple - in the near future. 
! ' J:X 4 ~,wa..r-J e: c,-,, -~ fl ~UIYt<i- 7b t-cost":'- · 

es this !..B.ke oy words about serendipity, about learning to live intuitively, and 

t by will - does it ~ake them an idyllic irrelevance? 

~on't believe it doeso AnQ the students and street people and t he older peo pl: 

o,who faced t hat terror and who did not 5ive up , would not, I believe, think 

em ir:relevant either - f or they t henselves were living serendi ni tously , both in 

e creation of t~e park (and its later annexes) and in t he ir non-violent resistance 

destructive and renressive force. They were not frighteded away. James Rector 

s killed and Alan ? lanchard (an artist) was blinded and many people were wouilded 

bullets and many mor e by the swinging clubs of the oolice. But every day ther·e 

re more people out on the streets, u.,.~ar 1~ed a nd unafraid- seeds in their pockets 

d plants tucked under t heir arms ready to plant in any piece of waste gr0und 

ey reached bef O:'e the Blue Heani.es caught up with t hem . ~ More peeple' s Parks 

e being ~reated every day ; at the very o.oment I'ml\~~~~H*~ t here are .hundreds of 

ople diggirg and planting and -v:atering them , and children swinging and making 

ndcastles, and other people dancing and oaki ng music and rapping - in the face 

the continuing presence of the National Guard and their bayonets and the 

3.IIleda County s herriffs anc the ir everready guns.~ And this whole movement in all 

s spontaneity and i nventiveness is an exa:nple of that very openness to di s covery · 

~t I've been callinc s erend ipity and t hat Paul GoodJian recently t ermed x'lncidental 

3.rning' and that ?eter l·laurin years ago cal led making one-man revolutions • 

••• Yes, I believe both the events in 3erkeley last month, and the attitude of 
• 

1erous inventiveness, of belief in the possibaity of unplanned community , that 

lerlies the i mpul s.i ve seizing and using of a piece of waste ground -co make a place 

r- the enjoyoent of a ll, a:xR b y no means inval i date, ·but rather reimiforce, my 

r'lier re~arks; and t hat there is a cli'osdrelation between them whic t is of the 
I 

nost relevance f or us all. I don't meant that this one activity - the making of 

~ks out of neglected lots - is gJing to save the world . But t he implications of 

it activity - its positive and life-loving nat~re, its desanctification of 

Lvate pro perty, its defiance of t he power-structure, its communal voluntarism -

Lnt the way to t he only chance we have of remaining humanely human i n a dark time 

neo-?ascism; and of l earni ng to cope, while t her e i s Still a chance to do so, 

~n with t he terrifying ecological proble~s that loom s o near now. 

Only in fr eedom can the i magination develop , and only by me ans of the 

Lgination can co r:ipa::; siom~ cume into be i ng - for compa s sion i s a f unction of the ( ! · 
&.!.l( 0 ·f f f / ,,. . f 11. '- •· 1)fl _ f: ,., .!, ..Atl.1 11.'f- .-· .. t. 11 rl. r · .. _ ... .! "f /,L:_ ~ f-{."~ { .. .. 1 1 "P _,,, t ?!./ " 



imagination. But we can't wait for someone else to create the condition of freedoo 
for us, that we may act XRX with imagination and. com.passion and developG the fa cult ~ . 

. 
of serend ipity. Each of us must start here and now to Jake it) in and around us, 
any and every way we can. The uptight pwople have the guns, the gasses, the napal m, 

the bomb s and the prisons; and they are polluting the sea and the earth and all the 

creatures t hat walk and swim anci fly therein with their· atomic waste and t heir 

ddt and t heir oils lick - and are on the oint of polluting the mo on too ••• But 

there are more of u s than of t hem . We still have a chance to live and thereby -

by our CTillions of one-~an r evolutions - to make life Jossible for eac~other 
I 

and desireable for a fut ·i.ITe generation. 

What collective form could SH«N one-man revolutions add u~ to here at 

Bennington? After a day here I cansee you have little to justly beef about. You 

are an ~lite. But that is precisely what you should protest. Insist that your 
~ ..... -......-.--.·--·-- ~ -

admissions office l ets in people who have never had a snare of all iliost of you 

take for granted. (And don't let yourself be conned into thinking open ad~issions 

2ecessarily lower standards - there is plenty of ev~zxevidence of the phenomenally 

rapid 'catching up' of the underprivileged s tudent in a stimulating environment . ) 
rhe argument will surely be adva:-1c ed t hat open admissionS are EEonomically unfeas i bl. 

- but I believe t hat if all concerned were willing to lo•.;er thei:rfst~ard of 
- (J 

Living a little , and put t he money that oi gnt have gone tow~ds i 50 sweaters, 

1 sport s car, a European vacation, f or i ns t ance (a.~d of course this goes for 

faculty too) ~Nixp~ into a co Lll:l.on~ fund - if in fact a place like Bennington . 

~ould turn itself into a co r;:imune - then a~ery real ?Ossibi~ ity for eeasin5 to 
)8 an ~lite and yet not _ losing the very adva.:.ttages you should be sharing would 
>pen up. 

Let's commence. 




