A Note on Jean Janzen

Hildi Froese Tiessen, Literary Editor

I have a little story about language. I taught piano for about a
dozen years to about a dozen children. This was before I became a
poet. And during this time there were many who didn t practice. And
there was one . . . who hardly ever practiced. And yet she always
wanted to come [for lessons]. This was seventh grade. And her
mother finally asked her, “Why do you want to keep wanting to go
if you never practice?” And she said, “Well, I just like the way Mrs.
Janzen says the word ‘Bach.’”

— Jean Janzen, in “Literature, Place, Language, and Faith: A
Conversation between Jean Janzen, John Ruth, and Rudy Wiebe,”
in The Conrad Grebel Review (Winter 2008)

The title of Jean Janzen’s first published volume of poems, Words for the
Silence (1984), like the title of her most recent collection, Piano in the
Vineyard (2004), suggests her sustaining interest in the power of both verbal
and musical utterance. She remembers writing a book of poems when she
was as young as eight, but didn’t seriously take up the craft of writing
poetry until some forty years later. She is now author of six collections of
poems and mentor to many younger poets at colleges in the United States.
Throughout her lifetime Janzen has expressed her love of music by playing
the piano, singing in a church choir, and, finally, writing hymns sung by
Mennonites and members of at least seven other Christian denominations.
The Reflection that follows — one of a series of what Janzen calls “memoir
essays” — speaks to her passion for music and to the central place of the
piano in the emergence of her poetic sensibility and her life as poet.
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REFLECTION

PIANO

Jean Janzen

Fresno, California, as we approached it on Highway 99 in July of 1961, was
a glare in the eyes, asphalt parking lots, and wrecked cars in heaps baking
beside the road. It was dry grass and dust held down by three rusty cars and
a motorcycle in front of a two-room house. We were moving here to begin
a medical practice, to a city that needed pediatricians; a hub of commerce
for ranchers, immigrant laborers, and diverse businesses, we had heard, but
which now seemed fragile. We would need to find something strong and
sturdy if we were to stay, something that would hold us safely over dry,
quaking earth.

Off the highway, however, we found a city laid out in square blocks
and shaded streets with manicured lawns. We also found a small, furnished
house to rent. A used baby grand piano was one of our first purchases and
an oasis for me in this unfamiliar place as I coped with the demands of two
preschoolers and the absence of my husband as he put himself on call day
and night to get a jump start in his practice. Bach, Debussy, nursery songs,
and hymns softened the harsh heat of afternoons, and the curved, simple line
of the piano’s body was pleasing, even if the surface was cracked with age.

We had moved a piano before. In our first year of marriage we bought
an upright which scraped the bannisters as it was hoisted up to our third
floor flat on the south side of Chicago. I had seen it exposed to the street
from my office window, a piano abandoned by evicted tenants, the wrecking
ball swinging before it like a metronome. Before the day was over my
husband had arranged to buy it for twenty-five dollars and to have it moved
for seventy-five more. It was a reckless, loving act, considering that its cost
represented nearly half of our month’s income.

My love for the instrument grew in spite of early struggle: before
my first piano recital at age six, I slammed my finger in the car door. I lost
my nerve and memory in school contests, and it was clear that my skills in
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technique were limited. What ran deep and insistent for me, however, was
the pleasure in the harmony, the dissonance and resolve, the way my hands
on the keys could make the sounding board resound. Playing the piano
was a co-operation with keys and hammers, an invocation of the amazing
variations in the sounds of eighty-eight keys, and an assent, it seemed, to
keep moving into the glorious cathedral of piano literature as an amateur.
After all, the word “amateur” comes from the Latin for “lover.”

A piano was there when I was born in a Saskatchewan winter, seventh
child in the family, the older siblings taking lessons. In recent years I met
a man who remembered my birth. He had been a student in my father’s
one-room country schoolhouse. It was December and time to rehearse for
the annual Christmas program, and he with other students walked to the
little teacherage on the school yard to practice with the piano. My father
announced to the children that there was a new baby in the house, would
they like to meet her? First sounds, children singing around the piano, music
with body warmth, and then on the program night, being carried under stars
as part of the procession behind the piano as it was rolled over snowy boards
to the schoolhouse.

By the time I began lessons, my parents afforded them by offering the
use of our home, in Minnesota then, as a studio one afternoon a week. Mrs.
Roberts stepped off the Greyhound every Thursday noon at the end of our
graveled street and walked to our house in her dainty boots and fur-trimmed
coat. Her cultured, gentle ways carried me into another world, thirty minutes
of patient instruction which was sometimes interrupted when she became
enraptured with the melody, when her training in singing broke through.
Then she would sing the beat in crescendo, her rich contralto melting the
frost from our snow-whipped windows.

Year after year the piano stood in our small living room, an
imposing presence challenging me to master another key, to drill scales and
arpeggios, and to learn my first Mozart sonata. Overriding all, however,
was the possibility that I could play well enough to be one of the honored
accompanists for congregational singing in our church. All leadership there
was adult and male. The piano and organ accompanists, however, were often
female, sometimes teens. We younger girls would lean forward and watch
and listen, hopeful for such an honor. My sister and I spent many summer
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afternoons playing and singing hymns, partly in preparation, but also
because they offered comfort in a time when music and language combined
became a source of both challenge and comfort. These were the uncertain
years of World War II. “Holy God, we praise thy name” and “Great is thy
faithfulness” became a part of my body as our voices and hands created a
resonance that grew beyond ourselves.

In Chicago, our first home after marriage, the piano became a sort
of refuge. After typing cardiac reports and EKG evaluations at work all
day, I would join my husband in our apartment where he was memorizing
Gray’s Anatomy. He showed me the heart’s chambers, the way the valves
work, how sometimes they close up hard as stone. He studied the ear, its
delicate coil and drum, the eye’s amazing lens. I was taking classes in
literature, reading Fitzgerald and Wallace Stevens, their language opening
new vistas, then opened the book of Chopin’s Nocturnes seeking the path
of melody and its attendant harmonies, my left hand laboring at the leaps
through unexpected passages as the nocturne moved toward a resting place.
Both of us learning by means of language, and both of us aware that words
were limited, that the amazing body was able to know something large and
shimmering, and perhaps devastating, that lay beyond language. Music
without words, like Mendelssohn’s “Songs Without Words” and other “pure
music” compositions called to me, inviting me to enter and discover that
vast reservoir that lies under good literature.

Chicago’s gales were meaner than any I had felt in Saskatchewan
or Minnesota. They tore through the skyscraper canyons from the lake and
pressed me against the hospital wall. These early years of marriage, and
that city with its layers of sociological challenges, corruption in the mayor’s
office, and the restlessness of African-Americans in our neighborhood were
dramatic. [t was the offering of the arts — the Chicago Art Institute, the Chicago
Symphony, and the theater that became part of our shelter and exploration.
We were attending an integrated Mennonite church which nourished our
roots of faith. In that church we sang in a choir that performed Bach’s “St.
John’s Passion,” and heard the words of Jesus on the mountain — teachings
about justice and mercy. During those years in Chicago we learned that art
and faith could reside in the same space, that solutions for our world would
require the giving of ourselves in ways that could be painful, but could also



76 The Conrad Grebel Review

lead to joy and beauty.

Twenty years later in Fresno, after our youngest child got settled in
school, I began giving lessons to children on our Yamaha conservatory grand
piano. It was a way to share this fine instrument and the love I held for it.
Some students learned to listen to the wonder of melody and harmony, some
mainly struggled with those black heads with stems dancing on too many
lines. The demand of coordination was a mountain and the development
of technique a never-ending range, but there it stood, offering itself. Some
would walk in with their sighs and open their books once again to try to
make those notes into something more, that elusive quality that reverberates
at the edge of all we try to make, whether art or marriage.

During these years I began to test myself in creative writing classes
at our local university. Back to language and its power and possibility. I had
searched for good literature to support me in my lonely role as mother and
homemaker, and discovered that excellent writing was important soul food.
Gradually the yearning for creating such work myself began to lift its head.
As I found myself engaged in the writing of poems and in reading many
poets, I recognized the obvious crossover from poetry to music. Here too
was rhythm and sound, development of the theme, and a new vista opening
— what all art offers. Just as in learning to play the piano, or any instrument,
one begins with rules, with technique, and practice. Joan Oliver Goldsmith
writes how we are “teaching the notes to our muscles, engraving the
geography of the music onto our minds; playing with phrasings, dynamics,
and tempo,” yet how, after mastery, we need to let go so that the music
becomes creation with its yearning, awe, and passion. I learned that in
writing as in piano playing we continue to seek the “right song” that holds
within it some connection to the rest of our lives, and as Goldsmith puts it,
“a connection that is struggling towards consciousness.”

We are blessed in Fresno with a series of keyboard concerts that
bring in the finest pianists in the world. In an intimate concert hall we are
nourished over and over by the world’s greatest piano literature. We absorb
technique and interpretation that consistently and variously lays a feast
before us — whether Bartok or Beethoven, allowing us to awaken to those
connections that are beyond words.

When my grandchildren come to our home, we often sit together at
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the piano to sing. This week one chose the book of folk songs from the
New York Metropolitan Art Museum, songs illustrated with visual art. He
selected “Bringing in the Sheaves,” a song I remembered singing in four
parts with my church congregation when I was a child, the basses rumbling
like threshing machines and the sopranos soaring over them, words and
music blending their powers. Before us in the book was Breughel’s golden
painting of harvesters among thick stands of wheat, some resting and eating
together, some working their scythes in solitude. A timeless scene. Seed and
planting, the weathers, and then harvest. What we store up for the times of
deprivation.

My mother spent the last twenty years of her life in Fresno, “this
dusty place,” as she described it. We spent the last summer of her life sitting
at her bedside singing hymns, helping her at age ninety-five to let go. It
was a typically hot California valley summer, the mockingbird holding forth
from the magnolia tree outside her door, the mountain snows pouring down
their saving flow. “Sing a hymn, any hymn,” she would say with dry lips and
bright eyes peering out of her bony face, and I would begin — “It is well with
my soul” or another. After the opening phrase she chimed in with a strong
alto, or a high tenor, as she often had from the kitchen when [ was learning
to play. One hymn and then another and another.

After her final, monumental breaths, I came home and sat down before
that cool row of keys and the sturdy grace of the instrument and played
Chopin, letting the sorrows and resolves wash through me. I remembered,
then, her sitting near the stove knitting mittens on howling winter nights so
long ago, sitting at last after a day of house and family care, calling to me to
bring another basket of corn cobs to burn. That chore was a repeated irritation,
my having to run into the dark, cold shed, the dry cobs scratching my hands
as I scooped them into the bushel basket. They burned too quickly. But that
heavy stove gradually warmed into a glow that lasted into the night.

Jean Janzen is a poet living in Fresno, California. Among her books of
poems are Paper House (Good Books, 2008), Piano in the Vineyard (Good
Books, 2004), and Snake in the Parsonage (Good Books, 1969). See also
Three Mennonite Poets [Jean Janzen, Yorifumi Yaguchi, David Waltner-
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Toews] (Good Books, 2003); Ann Hostetler, “Coming into Voice: Three
Mennonite Women Poets and the Beginning of Mennonite Poetry in the
United States,” MOR 77.4 (2003): 521-46; and Ann Hostetler, A Cappella:
Mennonite Voices in Poetry (lowa City: University of lowa Press, 2003).



