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Introduction to Poetry

I ask them to take a poem
and hold it up to the light
like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

I say drop a mouse into a poem
and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem's room
and feel the walls for a light switch.

I want them to waterski
across the surface of a poem
waving at the author's name on the shore.

But all they want to do
is tie the poem to a chair with rope
and torture a confession out of it.

They begin beating it with a hose
to find out what it really means.

--Billy Collins

Responding to a Poem:

Doing an analysis of a poem can seem difficult. But it’s actually pretty manageable if you do the following in a systematic way:

1. Read the poem several times out loud. Make sure you get a solid overall impression of the basic content as well as feel of the language. Also, practice your reading of it. You’re going to be presenting this poem for the class. Stumbling over words and/ or rushing through the poem will show that you didn’t really take care in this first part (and may hurt your grade).
2. Make sure that you understand the meaning of every word in the poem. You may need to sit down with a dictionary and jot definitions in the margins of the poem you chose. Make sure the definition fits the context of the poem, though!

3. Generate your response: A good way to get started – to get a foothold in the poem – is to use a system known by the acronym “SOAPStone.” Here’s how it goes:

Speaker – Who is the speaker of the poem? 

Occasion – What is the occasion of the telling of the poem? In other words, what is the poem’s “setting?” What is the context/ situation that gives rise to the poetic moment? 

Audience – What is the intended audience for the poem? Who is the speaker presumably speaking to?

Purpose – What is the poem’s purpose? What ideas is the poet trying to convey?

Subject – What is the poem’s main subject? 

Tone – What is the speaker’s attitude toward that subject?

Remember, though, SOAPStone is just a way to get started. You’ll need to deepen your analysis by dealing with the following questions:

HOW does the poet achieve the purpose?

· Discuss the way the poet employs sensory images in the poem. What images stand out as significant? What makes them striking images? How are these images connected back to the purpose of the poem?
· Discuss the way the poet employs language in general. Does the poet employ any interesting and/ or unorthodox language? If so, what is the effect? Are there any particularly interesting metaphors or symbols that need mentioning? Again, how are they tied back into the poem’s purpose?
· Discuss the sound of the language. This will require some sort of analysis of rhythm, rhyme (probably internal in a free verse poem), alliteration, assonance, etc. When you read the poem out loud and are faithful to the author’s intent (following the punctuation), what kinds of rhythms surface and what is their effect?
· Discuss the shape of the poem. Is the poem all one sentence? Is it short and choppy? Is it heavily enjambed, or are the lines end-stopped? How does the way in which the lines are shaped and crafted lend meaning to the poem’s purpose?
· Discuss the mood of the poem and how the poet achieves that mood? How does the language help establish mood in the poem?

Finally (and in some ways most importantly), what insights into life does the poem deliver? Assuming this is a lyrical poem, what is the purpose of the lyrical turn? What kinds of internal musings arise based on the stuff you wrote about in the SOAPSTone? In other words (using a more broad definition of metaphor), what is the poem a metaphor for? What big ideas are being presented in the poem.

Poetry Project: Teaching a Poem
English 10I

Q&A:

Q: Huh!? Whuddaya mean I gotta teach a poem? I ain’t the teacher!

A: Just calm down. Breathe. There, don’t you feel better? Now, this project will require you to choose a poem of your liking from the English 10 poetry packet and make an 8-10 minute presentation to the class about it. You will be graded on your knowledge of the poem, the quality of your presentation, and your creativity/ engagement with the audience.

Q: Hmmm. Okay. So I only gotta be up there for eight or ten minutes?

A: Yes.

Q: This sounds lame.

A: It’s not… And that’s not a question.

Q: Okay…. What do I say when I’m up there?

A: Glad you asked. Good presentations will include the following parts:

1. A good, fluent reading of the poem to the class.

2. A discussion of the form of the poem. This includes such things as rhyme and meter, the number of lines, the rhythm of the poem, etc. and what the poet was up to when he/ she chose his or her particular form.

3. A discussion of the imagery and figurative language in the poem. Discuss such things as personification, onomatopoeia, alliteration, etc.

4. A discussion of the key metaphors and symbols in the poem and how they work.

5. A discussion of the key insights into life provided by the poem. In what way does the poem comment on the human experience?
6. Really good presentations (those that aspire to get “A’s”) will include something extra – a creative piece connected to the poem, a short original video sequence of key images/ themes, a painting or collage project, a power point presentation to help us visualize the ideas in the poem, a topical song played on a guitar, etc. Doing something extra to really engage the audience will go a long way toward helping you get a high grade.
Q: How can I do all that in ten minutes!?

A: Good question. Effective presentations will cover all of the areas mentioned above, but will focus on the most important aspects of that particular poem. If the poem you chose relies heavily on its structure or form for its meaning, then focus more on that; if your poem relies heavily on a big, heavy-duty metaphor for its meaning, focus more on that. Each poem will require a slightly different approach. It’s up to you to decide what’s most important to mention. Good presentations are ones that will make careful and thoughtful decisions about what to include and exclude in the alotted time.
Q: When do I have to give my presentation?

A: We will do one or two presentations per class beginning on ____________________________ and they will last throughout the semester.

Q: How will I know when it’s my turn to go?

A: We will sign up for presentations on ______________________________ and each student will be responsible for his or her date.

Q: What if I’m not ready when I’m called to go?

A: You have to be. This counts as much as a paper, so it’s your responsible to be ready when your turn is called. Students who aren’t ready, skip class, etc. will really hurt their grades by possibly getting a zero on a major assignment.

Q: What if I’m terrified about giving a speech!?

A: Come talk to me individually and we can discuss some strategies to help you get through this.

Q: Do I have to turn anything in?

A: Yes. I would like a copy of the poem with your margin notes, along with an outline of your presentation. Also, any creative piece you make in conjunction with the poem (painting, song, power point, etc.) should be handed in as well.

Q: Can we pick our own poems?

A: Nope. Sorry. Part of the assignment is for you to look deeply into a poem you might not be familiar with. Choosing a poem you already know a lot about kind of ruins that aspect of the project.

Q: What if I get stuck with a poem I hate or don’t understand?

A: Learn to like and understand it. Besides, our packet includes almost fifty poems. No one should be “stuck” with a poem. There ill be enough interesting poetry left at the end for the people who pick last.

Q: Wow, Mr. Bingham! I’m really excited to get started! I’m sorry I was so abrasive when you first announced the project!

A: No problem, lad/ lass (circle one). No offense taken.

Now let’s get crackin'!

The Problem With Poetry

The problem with poetry – seriously –

Is that it forces you to slow way the hell

Down and think deeply about something

Most of us wouldn’t give two cents to be bothered by.

I mean, come on.

Aren’t we busy enough without

Having to drop everything to discuss

A daffodil? Or to be told how neat

The rain used to look, running sideways

In spastic rivulets against

The backseat windows

Of our parents’ station wagons?

Or how much there is to say

About the furtive look braved

From across the crowded cafeteria?

Or the way the sunlight burns

Dappled, dancing shadows

Onto the summer pavement through

An airy canopy of dark August leaves?

Or a birth? A death?  Seriously.

Honestly, if I were you, I’d hurry up

Right now and finish reading

This god damned thing –

Or don’t finish, see if I care –

And move on immediately

To more serious and important

Business.

-- Rupert Binkman
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1. Pie



Whoever dined in this café before us
Took just a forkful of his cherry pie.
We sit with it between us. Let it lie
Until the overworked waitperson comes
To pick it up and brush away the crumbs.

You look at it. I look at it. I stare
At you. You do not look at me at all.
Somewhere, a crash as unwashed dishes fall.
The clatter of a dropped knife splits the air.
Second-hand smoke infiltrates everywhere.

Your fingers clench the handle of a cup
A stranger drained. I almost catch your eye
For a split second. The abandoned pie
Squats on its plate before us, seeping red
Like a thing not yet altogether dead. 

X. J. Kennedy
2. Tin Ear

We stood at attention as she moved 
with a kind of Groucho shuffle
down our line, her trained music 
teacher's ear passing by
our ten-and eleven-year-old mouths
open to some song now forgotten.
And as she held her momentary
pause in front of me, I peered
from the corner of my eye
to hers, and knew the truth
I had suspected.
In the following days,
as certain of our peers
disappeared at appointed hours
for the Chorus, something in me
was already closing shop.
Indeed, to this day
I still clam up
for the national anthem
in crowded stadiums, draw
disapproving alumni stares
as I smile the length of school songs,
and even hum and clap
through "Happy Birthday," creating
a diversion-all lest I send
the collective pitch
careening headlong into dissonance.
It's only in the choice acoustics
of shower and sealed car
that I can finally give voice
to that heart deep within me
that is pure, tonally perfect, music.
But when the water stops running
and the radio's off, I can remember
that day in class,
when I knew for the first time
that mine would be a world of words
without melody, where refrain
means do not join,
where I'm ready to sing
in a key no one has ever heard.

Peter Schmitt
3. Shirt
The back, the yoke, the yardage. Lapped seams, 

The nearly invisible stitches along the collar 

Turned in a sweatshop by Koreans or Malaysians 

Gossiping over tea and noodles on their break 

Or talking money or politics while one fitted 

This armpiece with its overseam to the band 

Of cuff I button at my wrist. The presser, the cutter, 

The wringer, the mangle. The needle, the union, 

The treadle, the bobbin. The code. The infamous blaze 

At the Triangle Factory in nineteen-eleven. 

One hundred and forty-six died in the flames 

On the ninth floor, no hydrants, no fire escapes— 

The witness in a building across the street 

Who watched how a young man helped a girl to step 

Up to the windowsill, then held her out 

Away from the masonry wall and let her drop. 

And then another. As if he were helping them up 

To enter a streetcar, and not eternity. 

A third before he dropped her put her arms   

Around his neck and kissed him. Then he held 

Her into space, and dropped her. Almost at once 

He stepped to the sill himself, his jacket flared 

And fluttered up from his shirt as he came down, 

Air filling up the legs of his gray trousers— 

Like Hart Crane’s Bedlamite, “shrill shirt ballooning.” 

Wonderful how the pattern matches perfectly 

Across the placket and over the twin bar-tacked 

Corners of both pockets, like a strict rhyme 

Or a major chord.   Prints, plaids, checks, 

Houndstooth, Tattersall, Madras. The clan tartans 

Invented by mill-owners inspired by the hoax of Ossian, 

To control their savage Scottish workers, tamed 

By a fabricated heraldry: MacGregor, 

Bailey, MacMartin. The kilt, devised for workers 

To wear among the dusty clattering looms. 

Weavers, carders, spinners. The loader, 

The docker, the navvy. The planter, the picker, the sorter 

Sweating at her machine in a litter of cotton 

As slaves in calico headrags sweated in fields: 

George Herbert, your descendant is a Black 

Lady in South Carolina, her name is Irma 

And she inspected my shirt. Its color and fit 

And feel and its clean smell have satisfied 

Both her and me. We have culled its cost and quality 

Down to the buttons of simulated bone, 

The buttonholes, the sizing, the facing, the characters 

Printed in black on neckband and tail. The shape, 

The label, the labor, the color, the shade. The shirt.

Robert Pinsky
4. Ticket


I love the moment at the ticket window—he says—
when you are to say the name of your destination, and realize
that you could say anything, the man at the counter
will believe you, the woman at the counter
would never say No, that isn't where you're going,
you could buy a ticket for one place and go to another,
less far along the same line. Suddenly you would find yourself
—he says—in a locality you've never seen before,
where no one has ever seen you and you could say your name
was anything you like, nobody would say No,
that isn't you, this is who you are. It thrills me every time.


Charles O. Hartman
5. to be of use

The people I love the best
jump into work head first
without dallying in the shallows
and swim off with sure strokes almost out of sight.
They seem to become natives of that element,
the black sleek heads of seals
bouncing like half submerged balls. 

I love people who harness themselves, an ox to a heavy cart,
who pull like water buffalo, with massive patience,
who strain in the mud and the muck to move things forward,
who do what has to be done, again and again.

I want to be with people who submerge
in the task, who go into the fields to harvest 
and work in a row and pass the bags along,
who stand in the line and haul in their places,
who are not parlor generals and field deserters
but move in a common rhythm
when the food must come in or the fire be put out. 

The work of the world is common as mud.
Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust.
But the thing worth doing well done
has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident.
Greek amphoras for wine or oil,
Hopi vases that held corn, are put in museums
but you know they were made to be used.
The pitcher cries for water to carry
and a person for work that is real. 

Marge Piercy
6. Love Poem With Toast
Some of what we do, we do
to make things happen,
the alarm to wake us up, the coffee to perc,
the car to start.
The rest of what we do, we do
trying to keep something from doing something,
the skin from aging, the hoe from rusting,
the truth from getting out.
With yes and no like the poles of a battery
powering our passage through the days,
we move, as we call it, forward,
wanting to be wanted,
wanting not to lose the rain forest,
wanting the water to boil,
wanting not to have cancer,
wanting to be home by dark,
wanting not to run out of gas,
as each of us wants the other
watching at the end,
as both want not to leave the other alone,
as wanting to love beyond this meat and bone,
we gaze across breakfast and pretend.
Miller Williams

7. To a Daughter Leaving Home
When I taught you
at eight to ride
a bicycle, loping along
beside you
as you wobbled away
on two round wheels,
my own mouth rounding
in surprise when you pulled
ahead down the curved
path of the park,
I kept waiting
for the thud
of your crash as I
sprinted to catch up,
while you grew
smaller, more breakable
with distance,
pumping, pumping
for your life, screaming
with laughter,
the hair flapping
behind you like a
handkerchief waving
goodbye.
Linda Pastan

8. Reckless Poem
Today again I am hardly myself.
It happens over and over.
It is heaven-sent.
It flows through me
like the blue wave.
Green leaves – you may believe this or not – 
have once or twice
emerged from the tips of my fingers
somewhere
deep in the woods,
in the reckless seizure of spring.
Though, of course, I also know that other song,
the sweet passion of one-ness.
Just yesterday I watched an ant crossing a path, through the
          tumbled pine needles she toiled.
And I thought: she will never live another life but this one.
And I thought: if she lives her life with all her strength
          is she not wonderful and wise?
And I continued this up the miraculous pyramid of everything
          until I came to myself.
And still, even in these northern woods, on these hills of sand,
I have flown from the other window of myself
to become white heron, blue whale,
          red fox, hedgehog.
Oh, sometimes already my body has felt like the body of a flower!
Sometimes already my heart is a red parrot, perched
among strange, dark trees, flapping and screaming.
Mary Oliver

9. The End and the Beginning
After every war
someone has to clean up.
Things won't
straighten themselves up, after all.
Someone has to push the rubble
to the side of the road,
so the corpse-filled wagons
can pass.
Someone has to get mired
in scum and ashes,
sofa springs,
splintered glass,
and bloody rags.
Someone has to drag in a girder
to prop up a wall,
Someone has to glaze a window,
rehang a door.
Photogenic it's not,
and takes years.
All the cameras have left
for another war.
We'll need the bridges back,
and new railway stations.
Sleeves will go ragged
from rolling them up.
Someone, broom in hand,
still recalls the way it was.
Someone else listens
and nods with unsevered head.
But already there are those nearby
starting to mill about
who will find it dull.
From out of the bushes
sometimes someone still unearths
rusted-out arguments
and carries them to the garbage pile.
Those who knew
what was going on here
must make way for
those who know little.
And less than little.
And finally as little as nothing.
In the grass that has overgrown
causes and effects,
someone must be stretched out
blade of grass in his mouth
gazing at the clouds.
Wislawa Szymborska

10. Forgiving Buckner
The world is always rolling between our legs.
It comes for us, dribbler, slow roller,
humming its goat song, easy as pie.
We spit in our gloves, bend our stiff knees,
keep it in front of us, our fathers' advice,
but we miss it every time, its physic, its science,
and it bleeds on through, blue streak, heart sore,
to the four-leaf clovers deep in right field.
The runner scores, knight in white armor,
the others out leaping, bumptious, gladhanding,
your net come up empty, Jonah again.
Even the dance of the dead won't come near you,
heart in your throat, holy of holies,
the oh of your mouth as the stone rolls away,
as if it had come from before you were born
to roll past your life to the end of the world,
till the world comes around again, gathering steam,
heading right for us again and again,
faith of our fathers, world without end.
John Hodgen
11. Bike Ride with Older Boys

The one I didn't go on.

I was thirteen,
and they were older.
I'd met them at the public pool. I must

have given them my number. I'm sure

I'd given them my number,
knowing the girl I was. . .

It was summer. My afternoons
were made of time and vinyl.
My mother worked,
but I had a bike. They wanted

to go for a ride.
Just me and them. I said
okay fine, I'd
meet them at the Stop-n-Go
at four o'clock.
And then I didn't show.

I have been given a little gift—
something sweet
and inexpensive, something
I never worked or asked or said
thank you for, most
days not aware
of what I have been given, or what I missed—

because it's that, too, isn't it?
I never saw those boys again.
I'm not as dumb
as they think I am

but neither am I wise. Perhaps

it is the best
afternoon of my life. Two
cute and older boys
pedaling beside me—respectful, awed. When we

turn down my street, the other girls see me ...

Everything as I imagined it would be.

Or, I am in a vacant field. When I
stand up again, there are bits of glass and gravel
ground into my knees.
I will never love myself again.
Who knew then
that someday I would be

thirty-seven, wiping
crumbs off the kitchen table with a sponge, remembering
them, thinking
of this—

those boys still waiting
outside the Stop-n-Go, smoking
cigarettes, growing older.
Laura Kasischke

12. End of April

Under a cherry tree
I found a robin’s egg,
broken, but not shattered.

I had been thinking of you,
and was kneeling in the grass
among fallen blossoms

when I saw it: a blue scrap,
a delicate toy, as light
as confetti

It didn’t seem real,
but nature will do such things
from time to time.

I looked inside:
it was glistening, hollow,
a perfect shell

except for the missing crown,
which made it possible
to look inside.

What had been there
is gone now
and lives in my heart

where, periodically,
it opens up its wings,
tearing me apart.

Phillis Levin

13. Legs

In the last year of my marriage,
among a hundred other symptoms I wrote a poem called
"The Woman across the Shaft"—she was someone
I never met—she had long bare legs
on a summer night when she answered the phone
in her kitchen and lifted her legs to the table
while she talked and laughed and I tried to listen
from my window across an airshaft between buildings
and watched her legs. I doubt she was beautiful
but her legs were young and long
and she laughed on the phone

while I sat in my dark of dissolving faith

and I tried to capture or contain the unknown woman
in a poem: the real and the ideal,
the mess of frayed bonds versus untouched possibility,
so forth. Embarrassed now
I imagine a female editor
who received "The Woman across the Shaft"
as a submission to her magazine—the distaste she felt—
perhaps disgust she felt—I imagine her
grimacing slightly as she considers writing "Pathetic"
on the rejection slip but instead lets the slip stay blank
and then returns to another envelope
from a writer she has learned to trust,
crossing her long legs on her smart literary desk.

Mark Halliday

14. Her Head

Near Ekuvukeni,
in Natal, South Africa,
a woman carries water on her head.
After a year of drought,
when one child in three is at risk of death,
she returns from a distant well,
carrying water on her head.

The pumpkins are gone,
the tomatoes withered,
yet the woman carries water on her head.
The cattle kraals are empty,
the goats gaunt-
no milk now for children,
but she is carrying water on her head.

The engineers have reversed the river:
those with power can keep their power,
but one woman is carrying water on her head.
In the homelands, where the dusty crowds
watch the empty roads for water trucks,
one woman trusts herself with treasure,
and carries water on her head.

The sun does not dissuade her,
not the dried earth that blows against her,
as she carries the water on her head.
In a huge and dirty pail,
with an idle handle,
resting on a narrow can,
this woman is carrying water on her head.

This woman, who girds her neck
with safety pins, this one
who carries water on her head,
trusts her own head to bring to her people
what they need now
between life and death:
She is carrying them water on her head.

Joan Murray

15. Who Burns for the Perfection of Paper

At sixteen, I worked after high school hours
at a printing plant
that manufactured legal pads:
Yellow paper
stacked seven feet high
and leaning
as I slipped cardboard
between the pages,
then brushed red glue
up and down the stack.
No gloves: fingertips required
for the perfection of paper,
smoothing the exact rectangle.
Sluggish by 9 PM, the hands
would slide along suddenly sharp paper,
and gather slits thinner than the crevices
of the skin, hidden.
The glue would sting,
hands oozing
till both palms burned
at the punch clock.

Ten years later, in law school,
I knew that every legal pad
was glued with the sting of hidden cuts,
that every open law book
was a pair of hands
upturned and burning.
Martín Espada

16. A Blind Woman
She had turned her face up into 

a rain of light, and came on smiling. 

The light trickled down her forehead   

and into her eyes. It ran down 

into the neck of her sweatshirt 

and wet the white tops of her breasts. 

Her brown shoes splashed on 

into the light. The moment was like 

a circus wagon rolling before her 

through puddles of light, a cage on wheels, 

and she walked fast behind it,   

exuberant, curious, pushing her cane 

through the bars, poking and prodding,   

while the world cowered back in a corner. 
Ted Kooser
17. “Design”

 by Robert Frost

 I found a dimpled spider, fat and white,

 On a white heal-all, holding up a moth

 Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth—

 Assorted characters of death and blight

 Mixed ready to begin the morning right,

 Like the ingredients of a witches’ broth—

 A snow-drop spider, a flower like froth,

 And dead wings carried like a paper kite.

 What had that flower to do with being white,

 The wayside blue and innocent heal-all?

 What brought the kindred spider to that height,

 Then steered the white moth thither in the night?

 What but design of darkness to appall?—

 If design govern in a thing so small.

18. Lesson

It was 1963 or 4, summer,
and my father was driving our family
from Ft. Hood to North Carolina in our 56 Buick.
We'd been hearing about Klan attacks, and we knew

Mississippi to be more dangerous than usual.
Dark lay hanging from the trees the way moss did,
and when it moaned light against the windows
that night, my father pulled off the road to sleep.

                                                                  Noises
that usually woke me from rest afraid of monsters
kept my father awake that night, too,
and I lay in the quiet noticing him listen, learning
that he might not be able always to protect us

from everything and the creatures besides;
perhaps not even from the fury suddenly loud
through my body about his trip from Texas
to settle us home before he would go away

to a place no place in the world
he named Viet Nam. A boy needs a father
with him, I kept thinking, fixed against noise
from the dark.

Forrest Hamer
19. Abandoned Farmhouse
He was a big man, says the size of his shoes

on a pile of broken dishes by the house; 

a tall man too, says the length of the bed

in an upstairs room; and a good, God-fearing man,

says the Bible with a broken back

on the floor below the window, dusty with sun;

but not a man for farming, say the fields

cluttered with boulders and the leaky barn.

A woman lived with him, says the bedroom wall

papered with lilacs and the kitchen shelves

covered with oilcloth, and they had a child,

says the sandbox made from a tractor tire.

Money was scarce, say the jars of plum preserves

and canned tomatoes sealed in the cellar hole.

And the winters cold, say the rags in the window frames.

It was lonely here, says the narrow country road.

Something went wrong, says the empty house

in the weed-choked yard. Stones in the fields

say he was not a farmer; the still-sealed jars

in the cellar say she left in a nervous haste.

And the child? Its toys are strewn in the yard

like branches after a storm--a rubber cow,

a rusty tractor with a broken plow,

a doll in overalls. Something went wrong, they say.
Ted Kooser

20. The Summer I Was Sixteen

The turquoise pool rose up to meet us,
its slide a silver afterthought down which
we plunged, screaming, into a mirage of bubbles.
We did not exist beyond the gaze of a boy.

Shaking water off our limbs, we lifted
up from ladder rungs across the fern-cool
lip of rim. Afternoon. Oiled and sated,
we sunbathed, rose and paraded the concrete,

danced to the low beat of "Duke of Earl".
Past cherry colas, hot-dogs, Dreamsicles,
we came to the counter where bees staggered
into root beer cups and drowned. We gobbled

cotton candy torches, sweet as furtive kisses,
shared on benches beneath summer shadows.
Cherry. Elm. Sycamore. We spread our chenille
blankets across grass, pressed radios to our ears,

mouthing the old words, then loosened
thin bikini straps and rubbed baby oil with iodine
across sunburned shoulders, tossing a glance
through the chain link at an improbable world.

Geraldine Connolly

21. Little Sisters
This birthday I have reached the age 
where my mother bore 
the last of her dead daughters—
one that was whisked away
before its first clean cry
could scour the naked room, the later two
a blue that refused to brighten.

"Baby Girl, Infant Daughter of ..."
the little markers said 
and I listened from behind the stove
in her last pregnancy,
watched her body swell and sag,
knew from the shape
of those whispered words
that something was amiss—
she was weighted already 
with two small stones.

Summer mornings I called them forth—
the little sisters I had never seen—
made them faces
from the old ache
in the air above the garden,
hair like mine
from the grassy space
where root crops should have been.

I learned of blood tests, transfusions,
the factor called Rh,
my little sisters
dreaming their aquatic days 
on lethal ropes, my mother
almost dead.

Now at the kitchen table
lighting candles on a cake,
I am empty-handed,
empty-wombed,
no daughters to give her
as she counts again
my miraculous birth,
fourth and forceps-born,
her last survivor in that war
of blood with family blood.

I reach for her hand and hold it,
but there are spaces here,
tender lacunae we cannot fold away.
Still somewhere the hand-stitched garments, 
the gingham quilts, the counting game.
Still the soot-smudged corner 
where I crouched beneath the stovepipe 
and fingered like a rosary 
the small pebbles of their names. 

Sonia Gernes

22. Ex-Basketball Player
Pearl Avenue runs past the high-school lot, 

Bends with the trolley tracks, and stops, cut off 

Before it has a chance to go two blocks, 

At Colonel McComsky Plaza. Berth’s Garage 

Is on the corner facing west, and there, 

Most days, you'll find Flick Webb, who helps Berth out. 

Flick stands tall among the idiot pumps— 

Five on a side, the old bubble-head style, 

Their rubber elbows hanging loose and low. 

One’s nostrils are two S’s, and his eyes 

An E and O. And one is squat, without 

A head at all—more of a football type. 

Once Flick played for the high-school team, the Wizards. 

He was good: in fact, the best. In ’46 

He bucketed three hundred ninety points, 

A county record still. The ball loved Flick. 

I saw him rack up thirty-eight or forty 

In one home game. His hands were like wild birds. 

He never learned a trade, he just sells gas, 

Checks oil, and changes flats. Once in a while, 

As a gag, he dribbles an inner tube, 

But most of us remember anyway. 

His hands are fine and nervous on the lug wrench. 

It makes no difference to the lug wrench, though. 

Off work, he hangs around Mae’s Luncheonette. 

Grease-gray and kind of coiled, he plays pinball, 

Smokes those thin cigars, nurses lemon phosphates. 

Flick seldom says a word to Mae, just nods 

Beyond her face toward bright applauding tiers 

Of Necco Wafers, Nibs, and Juju Beads.

--John Updike

23. Traveling through the Dark
Traveling through the Dark
Traveling through the dark I found a deer 

dead on the edge of the Wilson River road. 

It is usually best to roll them into the canyon: 

that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead. 

By glow of the tail-light I stumbled back of the car   

and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing;   

she had stiffened already, almost cold. 

I dragged her off; she was large in the belly. 

My fingers touching her side brought me the reason— 

her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting,   

alive, still, never to be born. 

Beside that mountain road I hesitated. 

The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights;   

under the hood purred the steady engine. 

I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red;   

around our group I could hear the wilderness listen. 

I thought hard for us all—my only swerving—,   

then pushed her over the edge into the river.

William Stafford
24. Nightclub
You are so beautiful and I am a fool
to be in love with you
is a theme that keeps coming up
in songs and poems.
There seems to be no room for variation.
I have never heard anyone sing
I am so beautiful
and you are a fool to be in love with me,
even though this notion has surely
crossed the minds of women and men alike.
You are so beautiful, too bad you are a fool
is another one you don't hear.
Or, you are a fool to consider me beautiful.
That one you will never hear, guaranteed.

For no particular reason this afternoon
I am listening to Johnny Hartman
whose dark voice can curl around
the concepts on love, beauty, and foolishness
like no one else's can.
It feels like smoke curling up from a cigarette
someone left burning on a baby grand piano
around three o'clock in the morning;
smoke that billows up into the bright lights
while out there in the darkness
some of the beautiful fools have gathered
around little tables to listen,
some with their eyes closed,
others leaning forward into the music
as if it were holding them up,
or twirling the loose ice in a glass,
slipping by degrees into a rhythmic dream.

Yes, there is all this foolish beauty,
borne beyond midnight,
that has no desire to go home,
especially now when everyone in the room
is watching the large man with the tenor sax
that hangs from his neck like a golden fish.
He moves forward to the edge of the stage
and hands the instrument down to me
and nods that I should play.
So I put the mouthpiece to my lips
and blow into it with all my living breath.
We are all so foolish,
my long bebop solo begins by saying,
so damn foolish
we have become beautiful without even knowing it. 

Billy Collins

25. “Do You Have Any Advice For Those of Us Just Starting Out?"
Give up sitting dutifully at your desk. Leave
your house or apartment. Go out into the world.

It's all right to carry a notebook but a cheap
one is best, with pages the color of weak tea
and on the front a kitten or a space ship.

Avoid any enclosed space where more than
three people are wearing turtlenecks. Beware
any snow-covered chalet with deer tracks
across the muffled tennis courts.

Not surprisingly, libraries are a good place to write.
And the perfect place in a library is near an aisle
where a child a year or two old is playing as his
mother browses the ranks of the dead.

Often he will pull books from the bottom shelf.
The title, the author's name, the brooding photo
on the flap mean nothing. Red book on black, gray
book on brown, he builds a tower. And the higher
it gets, the wider he grins.

You who asked for advice, listen: When the tower
falls, be like that child. Laugh so loud everybody
in the world frowns and says, "Shhhh."

Then start again.

Ron Koertge

26. Three by Matsuo Basho
1. A strange flower

a strange flower
for birds and butterflies
the autumn sky 
2. A wild sea

A wild sea-
In the distance over Sado
The Milky Way 
3. The falling flower

The falling flower

I saw drift back to the branch

Was a butterfly
27. The Grammar Lesson

A noun's a thing. A verb's the thing it does.
An adjective is what describes the noun.
In "The can of beets is filled with purple fuzz"

of and with are prepositions. The's
an article, a can's a noun,
a noun's a thing. A verb's the thing it does.

A can can roll - or not. What isn't was
or might be, might meaning not yet known.
"Our can of beets is filled with purple fuzz"

is present tense. While words like our and us
are pronouns - i.e. it is moldy, they are icky brown.
A noun's a thing; a verb's the thing it does.

Is is a helping verb. It helps because
filled isn't a full verb. Can's what our owns
in "Our can of beets is filled with purple fuzz."

See? There's almost nothing to it. Just
memorize these rules...or write them down!
A noun's a thing, a verb's the thing it does.
The can of beets is filled with purple fuzz.

Steve Kowit

28. Eagle Plain

The American eagle is not aware he is
the American eagle. He is never tempted
to look modest.

When orators advertise the American eagle's
virtues, the American eagle is not listening.
This is his virtue.

He is somewhere else, he is mountains away
but even if he were near he would never
make an audience.

The American eagle never says he will serve
if drafted, will dutifully serve etc. He is
not at our service.

If we have honored him we have honored one
who unequivocally honors himself by
overlooking us.

He does not know the meaning of magnificent.
Perhaps we do not altogether either
who cannot touch him.

Robert Francis
29. Three Haiku by Basho (trans. By Robert Hass)
1. A caterpillar

A caterpillar,
this deep in fall--
still not a butterfly.
2. A cold rain starting

A cold rain starting
And no hat --
So? 
3. A field of cotton

A field of cotton--
as if the moon
had flowered.
30. The Daughter Goes To Camp 
In the taxi alone, home from the airport,
I could not believe you were gone. My palm kept
creeping over the smooth plastic
to find your strong meaty little hand and
squeeze it, find your narrow thigh in the
noble ribbing of the corduroy,
straight and regular as anything in nature, to
find the slack cool cheek of a
child in the heat of a summer morning—
nothing, nothing, waves of bawling
hitting me in hot flashes like some
change of life, some boiling wave
rising in me toward your body, toward
where it should have been on the seat, your
brow curved like a cereal bowl, your
eyes dark with massed crystals like the
magnified scales of a butterfly's wing, the
delicate feelers of your limp hair,
floods of blood rising in my face as I
tried to reassemble the hot
gritty molecules in the car, to
make you appear like a holograph
on the back seat, pull you out of nothing
as I once did—but you were really gone,
the cab glossy as a slit caul out of
which you had slipped, the air glittering
electric with escape as it does in the room at a birth. 

Sharon Olds
31. Undelivered Mail

Dear Daughter,
       Your father and I wish to commend you
on the wisdom of your choices
and the flawless conduct of your life

Dear Poet!
       Where is the full-length manuscript
you promised us? Your check is waiting
The presses are ready
and the bookstores are clamoring for delivery

Darling,
       This convention is tedious
beyond belief: the hotel is swarming 
with disgustingly overexposed women
far too young to have dignity 
or any minds at all

Dear Patient:
       The results of your blood tests reveal
that your problem stems from
a diet dangerously low 
in pizza and chocolate

Dear Mom,
       You were right about everything
and I was an idiot not to listen
Rhina P. Espaillat
32. Poetry Reading At West Point
I read to the entire plebe class, 
in two batches. Twice the hall filled 
with bodies dressed alike, each toting 
a copy of my book. What would my 
shrink say, if I had one, about 
such a dream, if it were a dream? 

Question and answer time. 
"Sir," a cadet yelled from the balcony, 
and gave his name and rank, and then, 
closing his parentheses, yelled 
"Sir" again. "Why do your poems give 
me a headache when I try 

to understand them?" he asked. "Do 
you want that?" I have a gift for 
gentle jokes to defuse tension, 
but this was not the time to use it. 
"I try to write as well as I can 
what it feels like to be human," 

I started, picking my way care- 
fully, for he and I were, after 
all, pained by the same dumb longings. 
"I try to say what I don't know 
how to say, but of course I can't 
get much of it down at all." 

By now I was sweating bullets. 
"I don't want my poems to be hard, 
unless the truth is, if there is 
a truth." Silence hung in the hall 
like a heavy fabric. My own 
head ached. "Sir," he yelled. "Thank you. Sir." 
William Matthews

33. The Shrinking Lonesome Sestina 

 Somewhere in everyone's head something points toward home,

 a dashboard's floating compass, turning all the time

 to keep from turning. It doesn't matter how we come

 to be wherever we are, someplace where nothing goes

 the way it went once, where nothing holds fast

 to where it belongs, or what you've risen or fallen to.

 What the bubble always points to,

 whether we notice it or not, is home.

 It may be true that if you move fast

 everything fades away, that given time

 and noise enough, every memory goes

 into the blackness, and if new ones come-

 small, mole-like memories that come

 to live in the furry dark-they, too,

 curl up and die. But Carol goes

 to high school now. John works at home

 what days he can to spend some time

 with Sue and the kids. He drives too fast.

 Ellen won't eat her breakfast.

 Your sister was going to come

 but didn't have the time.

 Some mornings at one or two

 or three I want you home

 a lot, but then it goes.

 It all goes.

 Hold on fast

 to thoughts of home

 when they come.

 They're going to

 less with time.

 Time

 goes

 too

 fast.

 Come

 home.

 Forgive me that. One time it wasn't fast.

 A myth goes that when the years come

 then you will, too. Me, I'll still be home.

Miller Williams

34. My Parents' Dance Lessons, 1945
In the story my aunt tells,
this is how they met. It's
September, the war just over,
the air crisp as the creases
in my father's khaki pants,
bright as his Bronze Star,
pungent as the marigold
my mother tucks behind one ear,
the night they both sign
up for dance lessons
"the Arthur Murray way"
at the Statler Hotel
in downtown Philly.

He's there to meet girls, of that
I am certain, and she's there
for romance, though I don't think
that's what she would say,
both of them looking for something
as intangible as the cigarette smoke
that rises in old, deckle-edged photos—
everyone tough, glamorous, vampy.

Perhaps there are dance cards?
Or maybe partners are assigned?
The truth is, no one really knows
about the moment when their glance
catches and snags across the room,
a fishline pulling taut as they
place their feet on Murray's
famous "magic footsteps," and start
the slow luxury of reeling one another in.
Music spills from a scratchy
Victrola as she places her hand
on his shoulder, feels the slight
pressure of his palm against her back,
and they begin to move together,
her hesitant steps following
his over-enthusiastic swings,
until they are both lost in
"The More I See You" or "I Don't
Want to Walk Without You Baby,"
the future stretching out before them
like a polished oak dance floor.

I don't know if they went back
for more lessons, or how they learned
to dip and twirl and slide together,
though I once saw my father spin
my mother completely around—her skirt
flaring out around her like the bell
of a silk lamp shade—just monthsv before she died. It's their story
after all, the one with a secret
hidden deep inside it like all
love stories—bigger than we
are or will ever be—music 
from a Big Band coming up
in the background, playing
"You'd Be So Nice to Come Home To,"
while our parents swoop and glide
in the spotlight, keeping back
just enough of the story to make us wonder. 

Alison Townsend
35. The Guardian
I don't think my brother realized all
the responsibilities involved in being
her guardian, not just the paperwork
but the trips to the dentist and Wal-Mart,
the making sure she has underwear,
money to buy Pepsis, the crying calls
because she has no shampoo even though
he has bought her several bottles recently.
We talk about how he might bring this up
with the staff, how best to delicately ask
if they're using her shampoo on others
or maybe just allowing her too much.
"You only need a little, Mom," he said,
"Not a handful." "I don't have any!"
she shouted before hanging up. Later
he finds a bottle stashed in her closet
and two more hidden in the bathroom
along with crackers, spoons, and socks.
Afraid someone might steal her things,
she hides them, but then not only forgets
where, but that she ever had them at all.

I tease my brother, "You always wanted
another kid." He doesn't laugh. She hated
her father, and, in this second childhood,
she resents the one who takes care of her.
When I call, she complains about how
my brother treats her and how she hasn't
seen him in years. If I explain everything
he's doing, she admires the way I stick up
for him. Doing nothing means I do nothing
wrong. This is love's blindness and love's
injustice. It's why I expect to hear anger
or bitterness in my brother's voice, and why
each time we talk, no matter how closely
I listen, I'm astonished to hear only love. 

Joseph Mills
36. Auto Wreck

Its quick soft silver bell beating, beating,
And down the dark one ruby flare
Pulsing out red light like an artery,
The ambulance at top speed floating down
Past beacons and illuminated clocks
Wings in a heavy curve, dips down,
And brakes speed, entering the crowd.
The doors leap open, emptying light;
Stretchers are laid out, the mangled lifted
And stowed into the little hospital.
Then the bell, breaking the hush, tolls once.
And the ambulance with its terrible cargo
Rocking, slightly rocking, moves away,
As the doors, an afterthought, are closed.

We are deranged, walking among the cops
Who sweep glass and are large and composed.
One is still making notes under the light.
One with a bucket douches ponds of blood
Into the street and gutter.
One hangs lanterns on the wrecks that cling,
Empty husks of locusts, to iron poles.

Our throats were tight as tourniquets,
Our feet were bound with splints, but now,
Like convalescents intimate and gauche,
We speak through sickly smiles and warn
With the stubborn saw of common sense,
The grim joke and the banal resolution.
The traffic moves around with care,
But we remain, touching a wound
That opens to our richest horror.
Already old, the question Who shall die?
Becomes unspoken Who is innocent?

For death in war is done by hands;
Suicide has cause and stillbirth, logic;
And cancer, simple as a flower, blooms.
But this invites the occult mind,
Cancels our physics with a sneer,
And spatters all we knew of denouement
Across the expedient and wicked stones.
Karl Shapiro

37. Drugstore
Don't be ashamed that your parents
Didn't happen to meet at an art exhibit
Or at a protest against a foreign policy
Based on fear of negotiation,
But in an aisle of a discount drugstore,
Near the antihistamine section,
Seeking relief from the common cold.
You ought to be proud that even there,
Amid coughs and sneezes,
They were able to peer beneath
The veil of pointless happenstance.
Here is someone, each thought,
Able to laugh at the indignities
That flesh is heir to. Here
Is a person one might care about.
Not love at first sight, but the will
To be ready to endorse the feeling
Should it arise. Had they waited
For settings more promising,
You wouldn't be here,
Wishing things were different.
Why not delight at how young they were
When they made the most of their chances,
How young still, a little later,
When they bought a double plot
At the cemetery. Look at you,
Twice as old now as they were
When they made arrangements,
And still you're thinking of moving on,
Of finding a town with a climate
Friendlier to your many talents.
Don't be ashamed of the homely thought
That whatever you might do elsewhere,
In the time remaining, you might do here
If you can resolve, at last, to pay attention. 

Carl Dennis
38. This Night Only
 [Eric Satie: GYMNOPÉDIE #1]

Moonlight   now   on Malibu
The winter night   the few stars
Far away   millions   of miles
The sea   going on   and on
Forever   around   the earth
Far   and   far   as your lips   are near
Filled   with the same light   as your eyes
Darling   darling   darling
The future   is long gone by
And the past   will never happen
We have   only this
Our one forever
So small   so infinite
So brief   so vast
Immortal   as our hands that touch
Deathless   as the firelit wine we drink
Almighty   as this single kiss
That has no beginning
That will never
Never
End 

Kenneth Rexroth
39. Brotherhood
Hungry at dawn, anointing slabs of bread
With oily peanut butter, I remember
The snare I'd laid. Perhaps a mouse and I
Share the same menu?

I kneel and from beneath the sink retrieve
The spring trap, in its clasp
The forehead of a victim who'd believed
Its prize within his grasp.

Stiff frozen tail, expression of chagrin—
Into the trash compactor. Dust to dust.
It owes me nothing more, this guillotine
Sprung many times, blood-stained, springs red with rust.

Thoughtful, I chew a half-stale apple tart.
More tempting baits I've risked my neck for, but
When will that ring of fat around my heart 
Snap shut? 
X. J. Kennedy
40. Last Meal
On death row you celebrate your last night
with your last dinner, your choice, your last craving
to make at least your stomach happy before it stops
craving anything at all. Many choose
simple food: a hamburger, mac and cheese, ice cream.
What might it be for you, my friend?
Duckling Rouenaisse? A roast of unborn lamb?
Washed down with Veuve Cliquot '59 and old Armagnac?
And how do you know, my friend, that you are not
eating your last meal at this very table now?
Chew slowly. Make sure you take in all the body and the blood. 

Bill Holm
41. Death of a Window Washer 
He dropped the way you'd slam an obstinate sash,
His split belt like a shade unrolling, flapping.
Forgotten on his account, the mindless copying
Machine ran scores of memos no one wanted.
Heads stared from every floor, noon traffic halted
As though transformed to stone. Cops sealed the block
With sawhorse barricades, laid canvas cover.
Nuns crossed themselves, flies went on being alive,
A broker counted ten shares sold as five,
And by coincidence a digital clock
Stopped in front of a second it couldn't leap over.

Struck wordless by his tumble from the sky
To their feet, two lovers held fast to each other
Uttering cries. But he had made no cry.
He'd made the city pause briefly to suffer
His taking ample room for once. In rather
A tedious while the rinsed street, left to dry,
Unlatched its gates that passerby might pass.
Why did he live and die? His legacy
Is mute: one final gleaming pane of glass. 

X. J. Kennedy
42. New Religion
This morning no sound but the loud
breathing of the sea. Suppose that under
all that salt water lived the god
that humans have spent ten thousand years
trawling the heavens for.
We caught the wrong metaphor.
Real space is wet and underneath,
the church of shark and whale and cod.
The noise of those vast lungs
exhaling: the plain chanting of monkfish choirs.
Heaven's not up but down, and hell
is to evaporate in air. Salvation,
to drown and breathe
forever with the sea. 

Bill Holm
43. Brothers Playing Catch on Christmas Day


Only a little light remains.
The new football feels heavy
and our throws are awkward
like the conversation of brothers
who see each other occasionally.
After a few exchanges,
confidence grows,
the passing and catching
feels natural and good.
Gradually, we move farther apart,
out in the field,
the space between us
filling with darkness.

He leads me,
lofting perfect spirals
into the night. My eyes
find the clean white laces of the ball.
I let fly a deep pass
to his silhouette.
The return throw
cannot be seen,
yet the ball 
falls into my hands, as if
we have established a code
that only brothers know. 

Gary Short

44. My Father's Hats

     Sunday mornings I would reach
high into his dark closet while standing
     on a chair and tiptoeing reach
higher, touching, sometimes fumbling
     the soft crowns and imagine
I was in a forest, wind hymning
     through pines, where the musky scent
of rain clinging to damp earth was
     his scent I loved, lingering on
bands, leather, and on the inner silk
     crowns where I would smell his
hair and almost think I was being
     held, or climbing a tree, touching
the yellow fruit, leaves whose scent
     was that of clove in the godsome
air, as now, thinking of his fabulous
     sleep, I stand on this canyon floor
and watch light slowly close
     on water I can't be sure is there.

Mark Irwin

45. At Navajo Monument Valley Tribal School


from the photograph
by Skeet McAuley 
the football field rises 
to meet the mesa. Indian boys 
gallop across the grass, against 

the beginnings of their body. 
On those Saturday afternoons, 
unbroken horses gather to watch 

their sons growing larger 
in the small parts of the world.
Everyone is the quarterback. 

There is no thin man in a big hat 
writing down all the names 
in two columns: winners and losers. 

This is the eternal football game, 
Indians versus Indians. All the Skins 
in the wooden bleachers fancydancing, 

stomping red dust straight down 
into nothing. Before the game is over, 
the eighth-grade girls' track team 

comes running, circling the field, 
their thin and brown legs echoing 
wild horses, wild horses, wild horses. 

Sherman Alexie

46. On The Subway
The boy and I face each other.
His feet are huge, in black sneakers
laced with white in a complex pattern like a
set of intentional scars. We are stuck on
opposite sides of the car, a couple of
molecules stuck in a rod of light
rapidly moving through darkness. He has the
casual cold look of a mugger,
alert under hooded lids. He is wearing
red, like the inside of the body
exposed. I am wearing dark fur, the
whole skin of an animal taken and
used. I look at his raw face,
he looks at my fur coat, and I don’t
know if I am in his power —
he could take my coat so easily, my
briefcase, my life —
or if he is in my power, the way I am
living off his life, eating the steak
he does not eat, as if I am taking
the food from his mouth. And he is black
and I am white, and without meaning or
trying to I must profit from his darkness,
the way he absorbs the murderous beams of the
nation’s head, as black cotton
absorbs the heat of the sun and holds it. There is
no way to know how easy this
white skin makes my life, this
life he could take so easily and
break across his knee like a stick the way his
own back is being broken, the
rod of his soul that at birth was dark and
fluid, rich as the head of a seedling
ready to thrust up into any available light. 

Sharon Olds
47. Arrows
Arrows
When a beautiful woman wakes up, 

she checks to see if her beauty is still there.   

When a sick person wakes up, 

he checks to see if he continues to be sick. 

He takes the first pills in a thirty-pill day,   

looks out the window at a sky 

where a time-release sun is crawling   

through the milky X ray of a cloud. 

   * * * * * 

I sing the body like a burnt-out fuse box,   

the wires crossed, the panel lit 

by red malfunction lights, the pistons firing   

out of sequence, 

the warning sirens blatting in the empty halls, 

and the hero is trapped in a traffic jam,   

the message doesn’t reach its destination,   

the angel falls down into the body of a dog   

and is speechless, 

tearing at itself with fast white teeth;   

and the consciousness twists evasively,   

like a sheet of paper, 

       traveled by blue tongues of flame. 

   * * * * * 

In the famous painting, the saint   

looks steadfastly heavenward, 

             away from the physical indignity below, 

the fascinating spectacle 

    of his own body 

                     bristling with arrows; 

he looks up 

as if he were already adamantly elsewhere,   

    exerting that power of denial 

         the soul is famous for, 

that ability to say, “None of this is real: 

Nothing that happened here on earth 

and who I thought I was, 

and nothing that I did or that was done to me,   

was ever real.”

Tony Hoagland 

48. Romantic Moment
After seeing the nature documentary we walk down Canyon Road,
onto the plaza of art galleries and high end clothing stores
where the orange trees are fragrant in the summer night
and the smooth adobe walls glow fleshlike in the dark.
It is just our second date, and we sit down on a bench,
holding hands, not looking at each other,
and if I were a bull penguin right now I would lean over
and vomit softly into the mouth of my beloved
and if I were a peacock I’d flex my gluteal muscles to
erect and spread the quills of my Cinemax tail.
If she were a female walkingstick bug she might
insert her hypodermic proboscis delicately into my neck
and inject me with a rich hormonal sedative,
before attaching her egg sac to my thoracic undercarriage,
and if I were a young chimpanzee I would break off a nearby tree limb
and smash all the windows in the plaza jewelry stores.
And if she was a Brazilian leopard frog she would wrap her impressive,
tongue three times around my right thigh and
pummel me lightly against the surface of our pond
and I would know her feelings were sincere.
Instead we sit awhile in silence, until
she remarks that in the relative context of tortoises and iguanas,
human males seem to be actually rather expressive.
And I say that female crocodiles really don’t receive
enough credit for their gentleness.
Then she suggests that it is time for us to go
do something personal, hidden, and human.
Tony Hoagland

49. America

America
Then one of the students with blue hair and a tongue stud   

Says that America is for him a maximum-security prison 

Whose walls are made of RadioShacks and Burger Kings, and MTV episodes   

Where you can’t tell the show from the commercials, 

And as I consider how to express how full of shit I think he is,   

He says that even when he’s driving to the mall in his Isuzu 

Trooper with a gang of his friends, letting rap music pour over them   

Like a boiling Jacuzzi full of ballpeen hammers, even then he feels 

Buried alive, captured and suffocated in the folds   

Of the thick satin quilt of America 

And I wonder if this is a legitimate category of pain,   

or whether he is just spin doctoring a better grade, 

And then I remember that when I stabbed my father in the dream last night,   

It was not blood but money 

That gushed out of him, bright green hundred-dollar bills   

Spilling from his wounds, and—this is the weird part—, 

He gasped “Thank god—those Ben Franklins were   

Clogging up my heart— 

And so I perish happily, 

Freed from that which kept me from my liberty”— 

Which was when I knew it was a dream, since my dad   

Would never speak in rhymed couplets, 

And I look at the student with his acne and cell phone and phony ghetto clothes 

And I think, “I am asleep in America too, 

And I don’t know how to wake myself either,” 

And I remember what Marx said near the end of his life: 

“I was listening to the cries of the past, 

When I should have been listening to the cries of the future.” 

But how could he have imagined 100 channels of 24-hour cable 

Or what kind of nightmare it might be 

When each day you watch rivers of bright merchandise run past you 

And you are floating in your pleasure boat upon this river 

Even while others are drowning underneath you 

And you see their faces twisting in the surface of the waters 

And yet it seems to be your own hand 

Which turns the volume higher?

Tony Hoagland 

50. Underwear
Underwear
I didn’t get much sleep last night 

thinking about underwear. 

Have you ever stopped to consider   

underwear in the abstract?   

When you really dig into it 

some shocking problems are raised.  

Underwear is something   

we all have to deal with.   

Everyone wears 

some kind of underwear. 

The Pope wears underwear, I hope.
The Governor of Louisiana   

wears underwear,
I saw him on TV 

He must have had tight underwear, 

He squirmed a lot. 

Underwear can really get you in a bind.
You have seen the underwear ads 

for men and women 

so alike but so different 

Women’s underwear holds things up. 

Men’s underwear holds things down.   

Underwear is one thing   

men and women have in common.   

Underwear is all we have between us in the end. 

You have seen the three-color pictures 

with crotches encircled 

to show the areas of extra strength 

and three-way stretch 

promising full freedom of action? 

Don’t be deceived! 

It’s all based on the two-party system 

which doesn’t allow much freedom of choice   

the way things are set up.   

America in its Underwear 

struggles thru the night. 

Underwear controls everything in the end.   

Take foundation garments, for instance.   

They are really fascist forms 

of underground government, 

making people believe 

something but the truth, 

telling you what you can or can’t do   

Did you ever try to get around a girdle?   

Perhaps Non-Violent Action 

is the only answer. 

Did Gandhi wear a girdle? 

Did Lady Macbeth wear a girdle? 

Was that why Macbeth murdered sleep?   

And that spot she was always rubbing— 

Was it really in her underwear? 

Modern anglosaxon ladies 

must have huge guilt complexes 

always washing and washing and washing   

Out damned spot! 

Underwear with spots very suspicious   

Underwear with bulges very shocking   

Underwear on clothesline a great flag of freedom,   

Someone has escaped his Underwear   

May be naked somewhere 

Help! 

But don’t worry. 

Everybody’s still hung up in it. 

There won’t be no real revolution. 

And poetry still the underwear of the soul,   

And underwear still covering 

a multitude of faults 

in the geological sense— 

strange sedimentary stones, inscrutable cracks!   

If I were you I’d keep aside 

an oversize pair of winter underwear.   

Do not go naked into that good night!   

And in the meantime 

keep calm and warm and dry. 

No use stirring ourselves up prematurely   

‘over Nothing’ 

Move forward with dignity, 

hand in vest, 

Don’t get emotional, 

And death shall have no dominion.   

There’s plenty of time my darling. 

Are we not still young and easy? 

Don’t shout

Lawrence Ferlinghetti 

A Glossary of Terms Used in the Analysis of Poetry


1. Alliteration: the repetition of one or more initial sounds, usually consonants, in words within a line.

Bright black-eyed creature, brushed with brown.
(Robert Frost, “To a Moth Seen in Winter”)

2. Allusion: a reference to an outside fact, event, or other source.

World-famous golden-thighed Pythagorus
Fingered upon a fiddle-stick or strings
What a star sang and careless Muses heard
(Pythagorus - Greek mathematician; Muses - mythological goddesses of beauty and music)
(William Butler Yeats, “Among School Children”)

3. Apostrophe: an address to a person or personified object not present.

Little Lamb, who made thee?
(William Blake, “The Lamb”)

4. Assonance: repetition of two or more vowel sounds within a line.

Burnt the fire of thine eyes
(William Blake, “The Tiger”)

5. Blank Verse: unrhymed iambic pentameter.

6. Cacophony: the use of inharmonious sounds in close conjunction for effect; opposite of euphony.

But when loud surges lash the sounding shore
(Alexander Pope, “Sound and Sense”)

7. Caesura: a pause, metrical or rhetorical, occurring somewhere in a line of poetry. The pause may or may not be typographically indicated.
8. Conceit: an extended metaphor comparing two unlike objects with powerful effect.

If they be two, theory are two so
As stiff twin compasses are two;
Thy soul, the fix’d foot, makes no show
To move, but doth, if th’ other do.
(John Donne, “ A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning”)
9. Connotation: the implied meaning of a word, as opposed to denotation, which is the dictionary meaning of a word.

10. Consonance: repetition of two or more consonant sounds within a line.

And all is seared with trade; bleared smeared with toil;
And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil
(Gerard Manley Hopkins, “God’s Grandeur”)

11. Denotation: the dictionary meaning of a word, as opposed to connotation, which is the implied meaning of a word.

12. End Rhyme: rhyme that occurs at the end of verse lines.

I was angry with my friend
I told my wrath, my wrath did end
(William Blake, “A Poison Tree”)


13. End-stopped: a line that has a natural pause at the end (period, comma, etc.).
For example, these lines are end stopped:

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun.
Coral is far more red than her lips red. –Shakespeare

14. Enjambment: the running over of a sentence or thought into the next couplet or line without a pause at the end of the line; a run-on line.
For example, the first two lines here are enjambed:

Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds
Or bends with the remover to remove. . . . --Shakespeare

15. Euphony: the use of compatible, harmonious sounds to produce a pleasing, melodious effect.

I knew a woman in her bones,
When small birds sighed, she would sigh back at them.
(Theodore Roethke, “I Knew a Woman”)

16.Foot: the basic unit of meter consisting of a group of two or three syllables.
17. Feminine Rhyme: rhyme in which two consecutive syllables of the rhyming words correspond, the first syllable carrying the accent; double rhyme.

Trembling, hoping, lingering, flying.
O the pain, the bliss of dying!
(Alexander Pope, “Vital Spark of Heavenly Flame”)


18. Free verse: verse that has neither regular rhyme nor regular meter. Free verse often uses cadences rather than uniform metrical feet.

19. Half Rhyme (Slant Rhyme): imperfect, approximate rhyme.

In the mustardseed sun.
By full tilt river and switchback sea
Where the cormorants scud,
In his house on stilts high among beaks
(Dylan Thomas, “Poem on his Birthday”)

20. Heroic Couplet: two lines of rhyming iambic pentameter. Most of Alexander Pope's verse is written in heroic couplets. In fact, it is the most favored verse form of the eighteenth century. Example:

u / u / u / u / u
'Tis hard to say, if greater want of skill

u / u / u / u / u
Appear in writing or in judging ill. . . .
--Alexander Pope

[Note in the second line that "or" should be a stressed syllable if the meter were perfectly iambic. Iambic= a two syllable foot of one unstressed and one stressed syllable, as in the word "begin." Pentameter= five feet. Thus, iambic pentameter has ten syllables, five feet of two syllable iambs.]
21. Hyperbole: gross exaggeration for effect; overstatement.

Love you ten years before the Flood,
And you should, if you please, refuse
Till the conversion of the Jews.
(Andrew Marvell, “To His Coy Mistress”)

22. Imagery: the use of word to represent things, actions, or ideas by sensory description.

Night after Night
Her purple traffic
Strews the land with Opal Bales -
Merchantmen - poise upon Horizons -
Dip - and vanish like Orioles!
(Emily Dickenson, “This Is the Land Where Sunset Washes”)

23. Irony: the contrast between actual meaning and the suggestion of another meaning.
a. Verbal Irony - meaning one thing and saying another.

next to of course god america i love you
(e.e. cummings)

b. Dramatic Irony - two levels of meaning - what the speaker says and what he/she means, and what the speaker says and the author means.

I stood upon a high place,
And saw, below, many devils
Running, leaping
And carousing in sin.
One looked up grinning,
And said, “Comrade! Brother!”
(Stephen Crane, “I Stood Upon a High Place”)

c. Situational Irony- when the reality of a situation differs from the anticipated or intended effect; when something unexpected occurs.

What rough beast, its hour come round at last
Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?
(William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming”)

(The second coming of Christ is intended, but a rough beast will come instead.)
24. Internal Rhyme: rhyme contained within a line of verse.

The splendor falls on castle walls
And snowy summits old in story:
The long light shakes across the lakes
And the wild cataract leaps in glory.
(Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Blow, Bugle, Blow”)


25. Litotes: a form of understatement in which the negative of an antonym is used to achieve emphasis and intensity.

He accused himself, at bottom and not unveraciously, of a fantastic,
a demoralized sympathy with her.
(Henry James, “The Pupil”)

26. Masculine Rhyme: rhyme in which only the last, accented syllable of the rhyming words correspond exactly in sound; most common kind of end rhyme.

She walks in beauty like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies;
And all that’s best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes:
(Lord Byron, “She Walks in Beauty”)

27. Metanomy: the substitution of a word that relates to the object or person to be named, in place of the name itself.

The serpent that did sting thy father’s life,
Now wears his crown.
(William Shakespeare, Hamlet)

28. Metaphor: a figure of speech that makes a direct comparison of unlike objects by identification or substitution.

All the world’s a stage
(William Shakespeare, As You LIke It)

29. Metaphysical Poetry: The term metaphysical was applied to a style of 17th Century poetry first by John Dryden and later by Dr. Samuel Johnson because of the highly intellectual and often abstruse imagery involved.

Chief among the metaphysical poets are John Donne, George Herbert, Richard Crashaw, Andrew Marvell, and Henry Vaughan. While their poetry is widely varied (the metaphysicals are not a thematic or even a structural school), there are some common characteristics:

· 1. Argumentative structure. The poem often engages in a debate or persuasive presentation; the poem is an intellectual exercise as well as or instead of an emotional effusion.

· 2. Dramatic and colloquial mode of utterance. The poem often describes a dramatic event rather than being a reverie, a thought, or contemplation. Diction is simple and usually direct; inversion is limited. The verse is occasionally rough, like speech, rather than written in perfect meter, resulting in a dominance of thought over form.

· 3. Acute realism. The poem often reveals a psychological analysis; images advance the argument rather than being ornamental. There is a learned style of thinking and writing; the poetry is often highly intellectual.

· 4. Metaphysical wit. The poem contains unexpected, even striking or shocking analogies, offering elaborate parallels between apparently dissimilar things. The analogies are drawn from widely varied fields of knowledge, not limited to traditional sources in nature or art. Analogies from science, mechanics, housekeeping, business, philosophy, astronomy, etc. are common. These "conceits" reveal a play of intellect, often resulting in puns, paradoxes, and humorous comparisons. Unlike other poetry where the metaphors usually remain in the background, here the metaphors sometimes take over the poem and control it.


Metaphysical poetry represents a revolt against the conventions of Elizabethan love poetry and especially the typical Petrarchan conceits (like rosy cheeks, eyes like stars, etc.).

30. Meter: the poetry’s rhythm, or its stressed and unstressed syllables. Meter is measured in units of feet. The five basic kinds of metric feet are indicated below. Accent marks indicate stressed(‘) pr unstressed (^^) syllables.
Type of Metric Foot Accent/Stress Example
Iambic ^ “ ba^ loon’
Trochaic ‘ ^ so’ da^
Anapestic ^ ^ ‘ con^ tra^ dict’
Dactyllic ‘ ^ ^ ma’ ni^ ac^
Spondaic ‘ ‘ man’ made’
Metircal units are the building blocks of lines of verse; lines are named according to the number of feet they contain:
Number of Metric Feet Type of Line
one foot monometer
two feet dimeter
three feet trimeter
four feet tetrameter
five feet pentameter
six feet hexameter
seven feet heptameter
eight feet octometer (rare)

31. Near Rhyme: see “half rhyme”.

32. Onomatopoeia: the use of a word whose sound suggest its meaning.

The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the yard
(Robert Frost, “Out, Out”)

33. Oxymoron: contradictory terms brought together to express a paradox for strong effect.

Beautiful tyrant! fiend angelical!
Dove-feathered raven! wolvish-ravening lamb!
(William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet)

34. Paradox: a statement that appears self-contradictory, but that underlines a basis of truth.
Elected silence, sing to me.
(Gerard Manley Hopkins, “The Habit of Perfection”)

35. Personification: a figure of speech in which objects and animals are given human qualities.
When it comes, the landscape listens,
Shadows hold their breath.
(Emily Dickenson, “A Certain Slant of Light”)

36. Rhyme: the similarity between syllable sounds at the end of two or more lines. Some kinds of rhyme (also spelled rime) include:

· Couplet: a pair of lines rhyming consecutively.

· Eye rhyme: words whose spellings would lead one to think that they rhymed (slough, tough, cough, bough, though, hiccough. Or: love, move, prove. Or: daughter, laughter.)

· Feminine rhyme: two syllable rhyme consisting of stressed syllable followed by unstressed.

· Masculine rhyme: similarity between terminally stressed syllables.


37. Rhyme Scheme: the pattern of rhyme within a unit of verse. When analyzing for rhyme scheme, each end rhyme sound is represented by a letter.

Take, O take those lips away - A
that so sweetly were forsworn - B
And those eyes, the break of day, - A
LIghts that do mislead the morn: - B
But my kisses bring again, bring again; - C
Seals of love, but seal’d in vain, seal’d in vain. - C
(William Shakespeare, “Take, O Take Those Lips Away”)


38. Simile: a direct comparison of two unlike objects, using like or as.

The holy time is quiet as a nun
(William Wordsworth, “On the Beach at Calais”)

39. Stanza: a group of lines in a poem that are what a paragraph is to a narrative or an essay. Stanzas are made up of lines which are made up of metric feet.
Number of Lines Type of Stanza
2 couplet
3 tercet
4 quatrain
5 cinquain
6 sestet
7 septet
8 octet (octave)
9 (or more) x-lined stanza
40. Symbolism: the use of one subject to suggest another, hidden object or idea. In Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken”, the fork in the road represents a major decision in life, each road a separate way of life.

41. Synecdoche: a figure of speech in which a part represents the whole object or idea.

And all mankind that haunted nigh
Had sought their household fire(homes).
(Thomas Hardy, “The Darkling Thrush”)

42. Theme: the dominant, core meaning of the poem. The theme of the poem is the abstract idea upon which the poem is built, rendering it concrete through the speaker, events, or images within the poem.

43. Tone: the author’s attitude toward his / her audience and subject.

44. Versification: generally, the structural form of a verse, as revealed by scansion. Identification of verse structure includes the name of the metrical type and the name designating number of feet:

· Monometer: 1 foot

· Dimeter: 2 feet

· Trimeter: 3 feet

· Tetrameter: 4 feet

· Pentameter: 5 feet

· Hexameter: 6 feet

· Heptameter: 7 feet

· Octameter: 8 feet

· Nonameter: 9 feet


The most common verse in English poetry is iambic pentameter. See foot for more information.

Types of Poems:
1. Ballad: simple, narrative verse that tells a story to be sung or recited; the folk ballad is anonymously handed down, while the literary ballad has a single author.
2. Blank Verse: unrhymed lines of iambic pentameter.
3. Dramatic Monologue: a lyric poem in which the speaker tells an audience about a dramatic moment in his/her life and, in doing so, reveals his/her character.
4. Elegy: a poem of lament, meditating on the death of an individual.
5. Epic: a long, dignified narrative poem that gives the account of a hero important to his nation or race.
Characteristics of the classical epic include these:

· The main character or protagonist is heroically larger than life, often the source and subject of legend or a national hero

· The deeds of the hero are presented without favoritism, revealing his failings as well as his virtues

· The action, often in battle, reveals the more-than-human strength of the heroes as they engage in acts of heroism and courage

· The setting covers several nations, the whole world, or even the universe

· The episodes, even though they may be fictional, provide an explanation for some of the circumstances or events in the history of a nation or people

· The gods and lesser divinities play an active role in the outcome of actions

· All of the various adventures form an organic whole, where each event relates in some way to the central theme


Typical in epics is a set of conventions (or epic machinery). Among them are these:

· Poem begins with a statement of the theme ("Arms and the man I sing")

· Invocation to the muse or other deity ("Sing, goddess, of the wrath of Achilles")

· Story begins in medias res (in the middle of things)

· Catalogs (of participants on each side, ships, sacrifices)

· Histories and descriptions of significant items (who made a sword or shield, how it was decorated, who owned it from generation to generation)

· Epic simile (a long simile where the image becomes an object of art in its own right as well as serving to clarify the subject).

· Frequent use of epithets ("Aeneas the true"; "rosy-fingered Dawn"; "tall-masted ship")

· Use of patronymics (calling son by father's name): "Anchises' son"

· Long, formal speeches by important characters

· Journey to the underworld

· Use of the number three (attempts are made three times, etc.)

· Previous episodes in the story are later recounted

Examples:

· Homer, Iliad

· Homer, Odyssey

· Virgil, Aeneid

· Tasso, Jerusalem Delivered

· Milton, Paradise Lost


6. Free Verse: unrhymed lines without regular rhythm.

7. Haiku: Japanese verse in three lines of five, seven, and five syllables, often depicting a delicate image.

8. Idyll: lyric poem describing the life of the shepherd in pastoral, bucolic, idealistic terms.

9. Light Verse: a general category of poetry written to entertain, such as lyric poetry, epigrams, and limericks. It can also have a serious side, as in parody or satire.

10. Limerick: humorous nonsense-verse in five anapestic lines rhyming aabba, a - lines being trimeter and b lines dimeter.

11. Lyric: subjective, reflective poetry with regular rhyme scheme and meter that reveals the poet’s thoughts and feelings to create a single, unique impression.

12. Mock Epic: treating a frivolous or minor subject seriously, especially by using the machinery and devices of the epic (invocations, descriptions of armor, battles, extended similes, etc.). The opposite of travesty. Examples:

· Alexander Pope, The Dunciad

· Alexander Pope, Rape of the Lock
13. Narrative: nondramatic, objective verse with regular rhyme scheme and meter that relates a story or narrative.

14. Ode: elaborate lyric verse that deals seriously with a dignified theme.

15. Sonnet: a rigid 14-line verse form, with variable structure and rhyme scheme according to type:
a. Shakespearean(English) - three quatrains and concluding couplet in iambic pentameter, rhyming abab cdcd efef gg or abba cddc effe gg. The Spenserian sonnet is a specialized form with linking rhyme abab abba bcbc cdcd ee.
b. Italian(Petrarchan) - an octave and sestet, between which a break in though occurs. The traditional rhyme scheme is abba abba cde cde ((or in the sestet, any variation of c, d,e. )

16. Villanelle: a French verse form, strictly calculated to appear simple and spontaneous; five tercets and a final quatrain, rhyming aba aba aba aba aba abaa.


Sources:
Barron’s How To Prepare For The AP English Advanced Placement Examinations, 7th Edition
A Glossary of Literary Terms http://www.virtualsalt.com.litterms.htm
And http://trudyamiller.wikispaces.com/Glossary+of+Poetic+Devices
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