
Jerry Lettvin was unique. Of course we all are, but Jerry was uniquely unique. I know, I 
know. Incorrect usage, but he, of all people deserved the appellation. A wonderful 
combination of genius and clown, he lived out loud and outrageously his whole life. 
 
Jerry had poetry published over his lifetime, even translating the German poetry of 
Christian Morgenstern into English. 

 
But the following poems were written by him to me over a period of six years while he 
was deep into Alzheimer’s. I was so overwhelmed and grateful that he never forgot who 
I was (even proposing marriage to me again, at about two in the morning, a month 
before he passed).  
 
During his last six years I was so determined to keep him happy that I paid no attention 
to the barely legible scribbles on the papers he occasionally gave me. I just put them 
aside for later. He strove mightily during this period to continue his work in vision (Jerry 
always knew how to strive mightily as all his students could tell you) but when my son, 
David, cleaned out his father's desk, he told me there were dozens of papers on vision 
begun with a single line and then ... nothing. 
 
So I did not know the treasure I had in these messy papers until years later. Later took 
eight years to happen but, luckily, I had put them all in the same place, and as I 
deciphered what I had thought were probably meaningless fragments of thought that 
would bring back to me the pain of watching a brilliant brain dim, instead I found poems 
of clarity, humor, and beauty. His poetry flowed. 
 
We are all aware of the effect of music on aging brains, but who had ever heard of 
poetry in this regard? This intrigued me and inspired me to share these works with all of 
you. They comprise a treasure that can only be increased by sharing 
 
I was so lucky, as were many of you, to have this giant of a man in our lives. 
I do not mourn his passing, I celebrate his life. 
Enjoy these with me. Join me. I wish him a Bon Voyage—-often! 
 
With love from 
 
Maggie Lettvin 
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