In 2016, on the blog I share with my partner Sari Krosinsky, Outer Child Poetry, I completed a
survey of Otros, my private collection of poems I love by other people. This was the first time in
my life I set out to talk about poetry, something I always doubted I possessed the knack to do.
People got something out of reading my confessedly amateurish remarks, so I am making the
blog entries, wholly unaltered, available as a pdf.

Otros: Introduction & Tani Arness
I have a file in my Dropbox called Otros, containing most of my favorite poems by other people
than me. It’s currently 750 pages long.1 That doesn’t mean there are 750 poems: some really
long things are included, like Eliot’s Four Quartets and Whitman’s “Song of Myself.” I typed
the whole document. I like how copying poems helps me see new facets of them and is a way of
meditative digestion compatible with an incorrigibly fidgety personality. I also like rendering
the orthography according to my own visual aesthetics, usually trying to improve typesetters’
misreadings of the authors’ intentions, but sometimes also correcting typos and grammatical
errors by the authors. How should I presume? Well, it’s my private document. I am not—for
other than copyright reasons—going to make it available here.
During our five-year run of the local poetry zine Central Avenue, Dale Harris the editrix kindly
referred to me as “production editor.” I always thought “typist” was the accurate label. I did
attempt, once or twice in sixty issues, to cut-and-paste from people’s email submissions, but
Microsoft Word (even pre-2007 when it introduced the ghastly Ribbon) was unfriendly to
multiple formats in one document and would often do strange and irreparable things to the
spacing. Faster to type the whole thing myself. I believe I committed less than five typos in the
entire span. I’m constantly amazed at the horrid mistakes that appear in professional poetry
journals, including some attached to universities, including some that insist on email submissions
and could’ve simply cut-and-pasted the poems. It’s one of the reasons I quit submitting to
publishers and went the self-publish route, and I still despair of anything getting better. The
frequency of “lay” for “lie” and “between you and I,” for instance, on otherwise intelligent t.v.
shows convinces me that these badnesses are being routinely taught to literate adults and will
soon become ordinary and correct English, so I shouldn’t get upset. But I do.
Is it perfume from a dress that makes me so digress?
Most people know that poem; some can recite it in whole or part. Learning poetry by heart used
to be part of an average good education. I haven’t memorized even a small percentage of the
poems in Otros, but I used to have some of the medium-length ones down—Ginsberg’s “Howl,”
Swinburne’s “Anactoria,” Thomas’ “A Winter’s Tale,” Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey”—and
would say them under my breath on the hour’s walk to and from my job, or most memorably,
during my daily radiation treatments for prostate cancer in 2009. I think all the poems in my file
are worth, if not memorizing, at least being studied, dwelt on, pored over and savored. Notice I
didn’t say “analyzed.” I enjoy poetry criticism, close-reading in particular (when it doesn’t
become inappropriately polemic), but it isn’t a talent I possess or want to possess. I’ve reported
earlier in this blog that it’s historically been hard for me even to discuss my own poems on that
level, let alone anyone else’s. It’s why I never became an English major. (I did marry one.) The
kind of things I plan to say about the poems in Otros won’t really cross the line from
appreciation into critique. They won’t even be informed by my own experience, practice or
standards as a poet all that much. I’ll be a reader. I want to get you reading more
poetry, knowing more, if I can. To that end, I’ll be raiding my little anthology, since I also want
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to influence your choice of which things to learn and know—although I’m quite open to being
ignored and/or combatted.
Otros is alphabetical, so the first poet it contains happens to be my friend Tani Arness. I’ve
loved her ruminative, vivid and often subtly weird poetry for sixteen years, since I first heard it.
On a good day she can effortlessly write a better poem than I’ll ever be capable of. Her voice is
so strong and so hers, she doesn’t need to demand attention—the poems clear everything else out
of the way. She was one of the featured poets in the Tzimtzum anthology edited by Stewart
Warren, a good place to see a selection of her better things. The poem I want to share with you
here is an older one which appeared in her MA thesis. (Burqueños, you can check the book out
of Zimmerman Library.) It’s a dazzling example of how her thoughts become poems.
Summer
Danger should not be what compels you.
Peace sometimes comes from very near places.
Many hands have been placed on me, in prayer.
Blessings on the house with very little in it.
On the tree with few leaves and much sun.
My mother would never have given up such things.
White leaves fall in summer and it’s an omen
to stay put, don’t go anywhere. (You won’t miss out.
You won’t miss out.) Send for reinforcement troops if you must.
A bullfrog welcomes you by the stream.
There are folds upon folds of embroidered cloth.
Do not let untimely scare you.
There will be other tiny yellow flower buttons across the earth’s breasts.
This never was a song of traveling in or out.
The mountains, crushed and mixed with words.
I think I’ve found the words which are mine:
water folds, water folds,
midnight opens to days embroidered in white rain, staying.

Otros: Arnold, Ashbery, Atwood
Matthew Arnold (big surprise) is represented by “Dover Beach,” famously lampooned by
Anthony Hecht in “The Dover Bitch” and less famously set to music by the Fugs. Its sorrowful,
loving, stiff upper lip is perfect for this vicious world, and the language is like a slap of sea air.
Dover Beach
The sea is calm tonight.
The tide is full, the moon lies fair
Upon the straits; on the French coast the light
Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand,
Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.
Come to the window, sweet is the night-air!
Only, from the long line of spray
Where the sea meets the moon-blanched land,
Listen! you hear the grating roar
Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,
At their return, up the high strand,
Begin, and cease, and then again begin,
With tremulous cadence slow, and bring
The eternal note of sadness in.
Sophocles long ago
Heard it on the Aegean, and it brought
Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow
Of human misery; we
Find also in the sound a thought,
Hearing it by this distant northern sea.
The Sea of Faith
Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.
But now I only hear
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,
Retreating, to the breath
Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear
And naked shingles of the world.
Ah, love, let us be true
To one another! for the world, which seems
To lie before us like a land of dreams,
So various, so beautiful, so new,
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;
And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.
I also like Arnold’s “Stanzas from the Grand Chartreuse” but won’t copy it here. It’s a bit
deliberately antique, rambling and even more despairing in the face of cheery-dreary 19th-century
optimism than “Dover Beach.”
After Arnold’s hard-bought Stoicism, the living poet2 John Ashbery seems like a gently sarcastic
stand-up comic with mild autism. I acquired a taste for him from my late friend Lee Wilson,
who at least once made a Mad Lib of one of Ashbery’s poems and substituted his own words,
claiming that what he cared about was the syntax. I like everything by Ashbery in certain
moods, but the poem included in Otros is the more than usually coherent “My Philosophy of
Life,” which I first encountered on the CD anthology Poetry Speaks. I’ll let you track it down
and read or listen.
I love Margaret Atwood’s novels but hadn’t been impressed with her poetry till I came across her
1995 collection Morning in the Burned House. Otros contains the poems from Part IV, a sweet
but harrowing account of her father’s death.
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Otros: Birney, Bishop, Blake, Bunting
Earle Birney is as well-known and oft-anthologized in Canada as, say, Robert Frost is here. His
masterpiece is the 1940 poem “David,” a narrative in anapestic blank verse about two friends
who climb mountains for pleasure, till a crippling slip forces one friend to end the other’s
life. Although the situation was fictitious, the poem is so powerful that Birney had to insist for
the rest of his life that “I did not push my best buddy off a cliff.”
I like Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish” because for once she’s not being clever or coy but merely
pausing to revel in the glory of the ordinary—and before I read it I never noticed that fishbones
and the flesh between them are like feathers!
William Blake was quite crazy, which in his case (it doesn’t always) made him a better poet. I
always suspect his poems are about more than they’re about, though it isn’t always easy to guess
what they’re about in the first place. They bring their dark message in high music. Three little
ones:
The Sick Rose
O Rose, thou art sick.
The invisible worm
That flies in the night
In the howling storm
Has found out thy bed
Of crimson joy,
And his dark secret love
Does thy life destroy.
Mock on, Mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau
Mock on, Mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau;
Mock on, Mock on, ’tis all in vain.
You throw the sand against the wind,
And the wind blows it back again.
And every sand becomes a Gem
Reflected in the beams divine;
Blown back, they blind the mocking Eye,
But still in Israel’s paths they shine.
The Atoms of Democritus
And Newton’s Particles of light
Are sands upon the Red sea shore,
Where Israel’s tents do shine so bright.

And Did Those Feet
And did those feet in ancient time
Walk upon England’s mountains green?
And was the holy Lamb of God
On England’s pleasant pastures seen?
And did the Countenance Divine
Shine forth upon our clouded hills?
And was Jerusalem builded here,
Among these dark Satanic Mills?
Bring me my Bow of burning gold:
Bring me my Arrows of desire:
Bring me my Spear: O clouds unfold!
Bring me my Chariot of fire!
I will not cease from Mental Fight,
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand,
Till we have built Jerusalem
In England’s green & pleasant Land.
Finally, Basil Bunting’s Briggflatts is one of the best long poems of the twentieth century, with
language more carefully beautiful, rugged and apt than anyone’s except James Joyce. It’s an
elegiac poem for lost love and for the Northumbrian countryside and its way of life, but also a
demonstration that poetry and stonecutting are the same art!

Otros: Carroll, Carver, Coleridge, Corso, Crane, cummings
Everybody knows Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky.” I’ve known people who hated or never read
poetry to have it memorized. Close your eyes and say it with me.
Another poem from Through the Looking Glass that I love (but can’t get through reading aloud
without rolling on the floor) is “The White Knight’s Song,” which, the knight tells Alice, has at
least four names. It’s a takeoff on a Wordsworth poem that affects readers in different ways: it’s
either a wonderful evocation of the dignity of simple rural life or pretentious adulation, in much
the white knight’s style, of a doddering old coot. Why not both? That poem is “Resolution and
Independence,” and whatever you think of it, reading it first is guaranteed to make Carroll’s
poem funnier.
The White Knight’s Song
Haddock’s Eyes or The Aged Aged Man or
Ways and Means or A-Sitting On A Gate
I’ll tell thee everything I can:
There’s little to relate.
I saw an aged, aged man,
A-sitting on a gate.
“Who are you, aged man?” I said.
“And how is it you live?”
And his answer trickled through my head
Like water through a sieve.
He said “I look for butterflies
That sleep among the wheat;
I make them into mutton-pies,
And sell them in the street.
I sell them unto men,” he said,
“Who sail on stormy seas;
And that’s the way I get my bread—
A trifle, if you please.”
But I was thinking of a plan
To dye one’s whiskers green,
And always use so large a fan
That they could not be seen.
So, having no reply to give
To what the old man said,
I cried, “Come, tell me how you live!”
And thumped him on the head.
His accents mild took up the tale;
He said, “I go my ways,

And when I find a mountain-rill,
I set it in a blaze;
And thence they make a stuff they call
Rowland’s Macassar Oil—
Yet twopence-halfpenny is all
They give me for my toil.”
But I was thinking of a way
To feed oneself on batter,
And so go on from day to day
Getting a little fatter.
I shook him well from side to side,
Until his face was blue;
“Come, tell me how you live,” I cried
“And what it is you do!”
He said, “I hunt for haddocks’ eyes
Among the heather bright,
And work them into waistcoat-buttons
In the silent night.
And these I do not sell for gold
Or coin of silvery shine,
But for a copper halfpenny,
And that will purchase nine.
“I sometimes dig for buttered rolls,
Or set limed twigs for crabs;
I sometimes search the grassy knolls
For wheels of hansom-cabs.
And that’s the way” (he gave a wink)
“By which I get my wealth—
And very gladly will I drink
Your Honor’s noble health.”
I heard him then, for I had just
Completed my design
To keep the Menai Bridge from rust
By boiling it in wine.
I thanked him much for telling me
The way he got his wealth,
But chiefly for his wish that he
Might drink my noble health.
And now, if e’er by chance I put
My fingers into glue,
Or madly squeeze a right-hand foot

Into a left-hand shoe,
Or if I drop upon my toe
A very heavy weight,
I weep, for it reminds me so
Of that old man I used to know—
Whose look was mild, whose speech was slow,
Whose hair was whiter than the snow,
Whose face was very like a crow,
With eyes, like cinders, all aglow,
Who seemed distracted with his woe,
Who rocked his body to and fro,
And muttered mumblingly and low,
As if his mouth were full of dough,
Who snorted like a buffalo—
That summer evening long ago
A-sitting on a gate.
I wouldn’t call Raymond Carver, the brilliant short story writer, a good poet really, but his
poems are always interesting, as close to life (and to prose) as poetry ever gets. His poem in
Otros, “You Don’t Know What Love Is: An Evening with Charles Bukowski,” is just a wicked
transcription of a Bukowski monologue prior to a university poetry reading. I’m not a fan of
Bukowski’s poetry, but even if you are a fan you have to acknowledge what an asshole the man
was. Carver’s poem demonstrates that with the force of a mathematical proof.
I am of the school that believes Samuel Coleridge’s story of the composition of “Kubla Khan”
(that it was written under the influence of opium, and the writing was interrupted irrevocably by
the night visit of a business associate) is bullshit, for two reasons: one, if he had wanted to
continue it he had not only the talent to do so, but more opium, and two, the poem is obviously
finished as it stands. Whatever your opinion on that, it’s at least a soaringly gorgeous piece of
exotic nonsense.
Kubla Khan
or a vision in a dream. a fragment
In Xanadu did Kubla Khan
A stately pleasure dome decree:
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran
Through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.
So twice five miles of fertile ground
With walls and towers were girdled round:
And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
And here were forests ancient as the hills,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!
A savage place! as holy and enchanted
As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted
By woman wailing for her demon lover!
And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,
A mighty fountain momently was forced:
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,
Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:
And ’mid these dancing rocks at once and ever
It flung up momently the sacred river.
Five miles meandering with a mazy motion
Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,
Then reached the caverns measureless to man,
And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean:
And ’mid this tumult Kubla heard from far
Ancestral voices prophesying war!
The shadow of the dome of pleasure
Floated midway on the waves;
Where was heard the mingled measure
From the fountain and the caves.
It was a miracle of rare device,
A sunny pleasure dome with caves of ice!
A damsel with a dulcimer
In a vision once I saw:
It was an Abyssinian maid,
And on her dulcimer she played,
Singing of Mount Abora.
Could I revive within me
Her symphony and song,
To such a deep delight ’twould win me,
That with music loud and long,
I would build that dome in air,
That sunny dome! those caves of ice!
And all who heard should see them there,
And all should cry, Beware! Beware!
His flashing eyes, his floating hair!
Weave a circle round him thrice,
And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,
And drunk the milk of Paradise.

Gregory Corso’s “Marriage” is a good example both of the Beats’ assault on ’fifties America and
of how they really lacked anything to put in its place. It’s also fucking hilarious.
I have a love-hate relationship with Hart Crane. On the one hand I’m always awed by his sheer
gift of words; on the other, he seems to embrace obscurity a bit too eagerly, not to say
maliciously. That, coupled with a preference for an “elevated” verse vocabulary, makes much of
his work more annoying than appealing. The exceptions, for me, are his hymn “To Brooklyn
Bridge” and the late (and refreshingly accessible!) “The Broken Tower.”
I don’t know anyone who doesn’t like at least one or two poems by e.e. cummings. Popular and
understandable poets aren’t always bad poets, and cummings had a gift for saying needful things
precisely as they should be said, though always in his inimitable way. You can’t mistake him, or
any great poet, for anyone else. His late experiments with typography leave me cold—I consider
poetry an oral art first and foremost—but some earlier poems I cherish are “All in green went my
love riding” (Peter Schickele set it to music for Joan Baez to sing on Baptism), “it may not
always be so,” “somewhere i have never travelled” and “love is more thicker than forget.”

Otros: Dickey & Donne
Most poets secretly or openly wish they could, like James Dickey, write a bestselling novel. The
hair-stood-on-end excitements of his Deliverance are only equalled by the beauty of its prose.
Dickey’s best poetry is similarly dramatic and finely said. The two poems in Otros are based on
a country legend and a newspaper account of a real event. “The Sheep Child” is spoken by a
miscarried fetus in a museum jar. If you can grow up enough not to snigger (and the first couple
times through, that may be hard), the poem becomes something sorrowful and a little scary.
“Falling” is the stream-of-consciousness of a stewardess suddenly blown out of a depressurized
plane and falling to her death in a lonely farmfield. Dickey was rather perversely addicted to
these kind of borderline situations in human life, the extremes of action and emotion, but due to
this fascination, he was often the best possible writer to deal with them.
John Donne reads like someone who experienced an extreme religious conversion halfway
through his output and cleaving it definitively into two halves—the seductive wit of a frivolous
courtly playboy and the agonized longings of a prayerful priest. All that happened in Donne’s
life to mark the transition, however, was his ordination as a condition for being appointed to the
Deanship of St. Paul’s. He doesn’t seem to have had any trouble adjusting to his new duties or
sacrificing whatever in worldly life had made him such a rake, nor is there any attempt (as with
Hopkins) to destroy or disown his previous verse. Both collections are wickedly clever,
intricate, soundly-argued triumphs of imagination and passion. Two examples, one from each
half:
The Flea
Mark but this flea, and mark in this,
How little that which thou deny’st me is;
Me it sucked first, and now sucks thee,
And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be;
Confess it, this cannot be said
A sin, or shame, or loss of maidenhead,
Yet this enjoys before it woo,
And pampered swells with one blood made of two,
And this, alas, is more than we would do.
Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare,
Where we almost, nay more than married are.
This flea is you and I, and this
Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is;
Though parents grudge, and you, we’are met
And cloistered in these living walls of jet.
Though use make you apt to kill me,
Let not to this, self murder added be,
And sacrilege, three sins in killing three.
Cruel and sudden, hast thou since

Purpled thy nail, in blood of innocence?
In what could this flea guilty be,
Except in that drop which it sucked from thee?
Yet thou triumph’st, and say’st that thou
Find’st not thyself, nor me the weaker now;
’Tis true, then learn how false, fears be;
Just so much honour, when thou yield’st to me,
Will waste, as this flea’s death took life from thee.
(Ouch. But in a well-known devotional poem, he doesn’t scruple to call God himself a rapist:)
Holy Sonnets 14
Batter my heart, three-personed God; for You
As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend;
That I may rise and stand, o’erthrow me, and bend
Your force to break, blow, burn, and make me new.
I, like an usurped town, to another due,
Labor to admit You, but O, to no end;
Reason, Your viceroy in me, me should defend,
But is captíved, and proves weak or untrue.
Yet dearly I love You, and would be lovéd fain,
But am betrothed unto Your enemy.
Divorce me, untie or break that knot again;
Take me to You, imprison me, for I,
Except You enthrall me, never shall be free,
Nor ever chaste, except You ravish me.

Otros: T.S. Eliot
T.S. Eliot isn’t my favorite poet, and made decisions in his life, art and taste which I deplore, but
from the first moment of reading him in my early teens, I’ve never quit being a fan. I love
almost everything he wrote; the exception is his most beloved work, the light-verse collection
that turned into Cats. (Insert vicious feline hiss.)
Eliot, in later life, renounced the character who speaks in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,”
but as poetry, the poem seems to me to be one of the very few perfect poems. It’s most
obviously a poem of fear—fear of bad opinion from bored people who lead boring lives—but
also a poem of solidarity with such people and their “evenings, mornings, afternoons” that “sleep
so peacefully.” If the speaker has a terrible secret he’s afraid to utter, like Lazarus “come back to
tell you all,” it is that he loves his life. The title calls the poem a “love song:” not the love of an
individual, but of seemingly dreary middle-class existence, which to the speaker always seems
dramatic, though he relegates himself to the role of fool. He has seen the mermaids, and though
he does not think “that they will sing to me,” the point is that no one else sees them. Prufrock is
content with his timid and unaccomplished life because to him it’s poetry—some of the purest
and best poetry I know, like the couplet that has the mermaids “combing the white hair of the
waves blown back / when the wind blows the water white and black.” We use “black and white”
as a synonym for dullness. Here it means stark, piercing beauty.
“Preludes” is another meditation on beauty, or on the poetic eye’s power to transform urban
ugliness into at least a wish, a longing, for healing—is it the city or the human race that’s
identified as an “infinitely gentle / Infinitely suffering thing?”
“La Figlia Che Piange” [The Weeping Girl] is about guilt and regret, ostensibly the guilt of a
young man for spurning the girl in the title in a callous, offhand way—and despite the speaker’s
careful distinction between “I” and “him,” it’s obvious his own past is in question: but clearly
the actual guilt is the poet’s over sacrificing a possible love for the sake of a coldly lovely image
of rejection. “And I wonder how they should have been together!” is as simple and clear as Eliot
ever gets. If you know his biography you also know who the girl was and how passionately
immediate this poem is, for all its artful distancing.
I don’t think I need to say much about “The Waste Land.” Other people, Eliot included, have
said far too much about it, helpful and not. Its power doesn’t die, but please, please, read it
aloud.
Ditto “The Hollow Men,” which is lesser poetry because less ambivalent about what it is and
says. But it’s an achievement in poetry to say-what-you-mean-&-mean-what-you-say and still
be poetry, not prose.
“Ash-Wednesday” is a religious poem in a more superficial and therefore less genuine sense than
the Four Quartets, where religious faith is simply incarnate in reality, or a calm view of reality.
But the early poem is a new convert’s breathy experience of grace coupled with the knowledge
of the shadowy weight of sin still hanging on him like a burnt shell. Eliot plays with liturgical
rhythm and rhyme, as well as mystical typology, by way of giving the feeling of public ritual to

these very personal squirmings. The title identifies the ritual as Lenten, more specifically the
beginning of Lent, beginning of a season of repentance and preparation for rebirth at Easter.
Ezekiel’s bones that will be brought back to life are only one of the “Waste Land”-reminiscent
images waiting to be transformed, not by the poet’s gift this time, but by God alone, to whom the
whole poem is a cry.
“Journey of the Magi,” taking off from a sermon of Lancelot Andrewes, is what Eliot called a
“highbrow Christmas card,” and perhaps we shouldn’t spend any more time on it than that. But
it is also further insistence that birth of any kind in Christianity requires death … requires “hard
and bitter agony.” Eliot never loses sight of this or tries to make “the comfort of the
Resurrection” easy.
“Burnt Norton” is the clumsiest and least poetic of the Four Quartets, though in some ways it is
the most rooted in lived experience and at the same time fantastic, imagined experience: and at
the same time “what might have been” and couldn’t be (again, the biographical model for the girl
in “La Figlia” is present here, in similar hopeful yet inaccessible ways). That high poetry
descends into clunky, ashen prose at key moments is intentional, works up to a point, and we
excuse its failure because the poem flows on in such a way that the present—fleeting yet
timeless—is always at the center of our seeing and hearing. The laughing children in the bushes
are an image of it, and are at the same time laughing at us for caring about it.
“East Coker” steps away from the present to examine the linkage between past and future—
though the lines about the current afternoon in Eliot’s ancestral village are some of his lightest
and freest. One feels the endless cycles of time and history in this poem, and the weariness and
cynicism that comes with trying to sum up what one has “learned” in a lifetime “largely wasted”
and about to “go into the dark.” Despite all that, the air of setting forth on a mysterious sea
voyage at the end is a whelming taste of what was earlier called “the folly of old men:” “Their
fear of fear and frenzy, their fear of possession, / Of belonging to another, or to others, or to
God.” Fear is the index of adventure and discovery.
Eliot retreats from that excited note, however, in “The Dry Salvages,” though the sea and river
ambiance persists (the Mississippi River at St. Louis of Eliot’s childhood and the rocky New
England coast of his adolescence). Krishna in Bhagavad Gita encourages Arjuna to fight his
battle using the strange argument that nothing he does really matters, that all of nature is a drama
written and performed by God for the entertainment of immortal spectators—and there’s
something of this chilly anti-wisdom in the poem (aside from the fact that it references the
book). We’ve explored the three tenses of time, and now we want to set the stage for something
different: not the occult revelation of the future but “to apprehend / The point of intersection of
the timeless / With time.” Eliot calls that “an occupation for the saint,” but he means every
serious Christian. I think this poem falls short because, like “Ash-Wednesday,” it succumbs to
“religion” in a dogmatic, teachy sense that only serves to erode the power of the poetry. When
Eliot says in “East Coker” that “The poetry does not matter,” we may take it as an ironic selfcomment. Were he to say it here, we would have to take it as an insult to us his readers.
We thought we were reading a poem.

All those quibbles go away when we come to Eliot’s masterpiece “Little Gidding.” Poetry and
vision, personal life and the life of humanity, the secular and the spiritual, the world and the
afterlife are seamlessly wedded. So are form and content, as well as (Eliot’s habitual vice)
comment upon form vs. content. Past, present and future don’t so much “intersect” with eternity
as their meaning intersects with it—but not a meaning that can be summed up in any way
but poetry finally. “All manner of thing shall be well / When the tongues of flame are in-folded /
Into the crowned knot of fire / And the fire and the rose are one.” There is no way to turn that
into prose. Go ahead, try. And just before this conclusion, Eliot reminds us of “the children in
the apple-tree” who have only been “half-heard.” Even poetry has to take a back seat to the
ultimately uncapturable moment.

Otros: Another Elliott
If anyone knows where Neil Elliott is, I’d like to know. If Neil reads this and doesn’t want his
poems on this Website, I’ll remove them, unhappily but immediately.3
I stumbled upon the EJ’s Coffee open mic poetry reading sometime in 1993, at a time when I
hadn’t been writing poetry for five years. Neil was the host—a biker and recovering alcoholic
with the physique and temperament to go with both those things, but a gifted natural poet too.
He struck the perfect balance, as an m.c., between sarcastic and courteous: he suffered no
pomposity or bullshit, but sweetly tolerated and encouraged even the awful poets, knowing that
better poets would take heart and overcome their fears of performing once they saw how the
(well-intentioned) bad ones were treated. The strategy (though it was less a strategy than Neil’s
native good will) worked, and EJ’s became a magnet for terrific poets. Several of my friends in
the Albuquerque poetry community were first encountered there—Mitch Rayes, Jim Stewart,
Bob Monson, Suzanne Frost, Kenn Rodriguez—and many more at the spinoff readings like
Downtown Louie’s (also hosted by Neil) and Best Price Books which sprang up after EJ’s
folded. Neil vanished from the scene when slam replaced open-mic as the preferred type of
performance reading, moved away, moved back, went back to school, had various life changes
… but he will always be my model of the kind of appreciative and gracious host—and
showman—any great reading needs. I owe him a permanent rebirth in my own writing.
Neil wrote the first pantoum I ever heard. It’s become a, dare I say, overused form since, and
I’ve come across plenty good ones, but never a better. This one weaves a spell when read aloud.
(Chester Manyboats was Neil’s poetry stage name.)

Chester’s Pantoum
(An ancient form.)
She is the woman who dreams me in crystal
She is the woman who ties silk to brass
She is the woman who read Tennessee Williams
She is the woman who watched the water come up.
She is the woman who ties silk to brass
She is the woman who held her blonde hair back
She is the woman who watched the water come up
I am the man who dug for bones.
She is the woman who held her blonde hair back
She is the woman who couldn’t stay
I am the man who dug for bones
She is the woman who lay beside the creeping water.
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She is the woman who couldn’t stay
I am the man with the cold dark eyes
She is the woman who lay beside the creeping water
I am the man with the long gray stick.
I am the man with the cold dark eyes
You are the friend who stood too close
I am the man with the long gray stick
I am the man who drank mezcal.
You are the friend who stood too close
She is the woman who sells old bones
I am the man who drank mezcal
It is the land that falls to the river.
She is the woman who sells old bones
You are the friend who buys big horses
It is the land that falls to the river
I am the man who fucked her from behind.
You are the friend who buys big horses
She is the woman who smokes in doorways
I am the man who fucked her from behind
It is the hope, the mesa, and the river.
She is the woman who smokes in doorways
I am the man who purpled his skin
It is the hope, the mesa, and the river
You are the friend who fucks his woman.
She is the woman who purpled her skin
I am the friend who wants your children
You are the land who fucks his woman
It is the man that is lost in the circle.
I am the man who wants your children
She is the woman who ties silk to brass
It is the land that is lost in the circle
She is the woman who watched the water come up.
And this was the poem Neil recited to end each EJ’s reading:

Fat Boy Love

if you
fucked me
in the morning
there’d be no
hallelujah
in the shower
cuz I’d be sitting up in bed
screaming
for two eggs
some ham
and maybe just a little toast
to make the day
perfect

Otros: Emerson & Everson
I find Ralph Waldo Emerson’s prose to be turgid and pompous and never to say much worth
remembering, but he was also an incisive poet when the spirit took him. In this case the spirit (I
should write Spirit) is the Hindu Brahman—he mistakenly leaves off the n—which began life,
probably, as the magical power generated by Vedic sacrifices and evolved into the creative but
quiescent ultimate reality behind and within all the appearances of the universe. We can’t know
it “objectively,” the way we know anything through the senses, but can only know it the same
way we know ourselves, through becoming it. “You are it” say the Upanishads over and over,
and Emerson was one of the first Westerners to comment on the doctrine: but the imagery in this
little poem is mainly taken from Bhagavad Gita, in Indian thought the great enemy of the
Upanishadic doctrine. Emerson stands, then, at the beginning of a long tendency in the West of
lumping “Oriental” ideas together: but this is still a powerful poem.
Brahma
If the red slayer think he slays,
Or if the slain think he is slain,
They know not well the subtle ways
I keep, and pass, and turn again.
Far or forgot to me is near;
Shadow and sunlight are the same;
The vanished gods to me appear;
And one to me are shame and fame.
They reckon ill who leave me out;
When me they fly, I am the wings;
I am the doubter and the doubt,
And I the hymn the Brahmin sings.
The strong gods pine for my abode,
And pine in vain the sacred Seven,
But thou, meek lover of the good!
Find me, and turn thy back on heaven.
Another imperfect poem I have a soft spot for is William Everson’s “Tendril in the Mesh.”
Everson was a lifelong disciple of Robinson Jeffers, and as such cultivated most of Jeffers’
excesses and quite a few of his talents, including a tumbling Whitmanic line as lush as it is
rugged. Everson came to public notice—mostly by coincidence of time—as a Beat poet, though
he was religiously conservative compared to the other Beats, indeed was a Dominican monk
called Brother Antoninus. He developed a passionate sexual relationship with a woman he later
married and famously tore off his robes during a poetry reading and abandoned his celibate
persona, never to return. “Tendril” is the poem that records the overwhelming love and lust that
removed him from his spiritual seclusion. It’s appropriately filled with pagan imagery,
especially the myth of Hades and Persephone with its daughter of light snatched into the

darkness—only Everson is the victim daughter. Hades is the god of death but the poet addresses
him as the Dark God of Eros. The power is the same, inexorable.

Otros: Ferlinghetti and Two Frosts
The first complete book of poems I ever read was Ferlinghetti’s A Coney Island of the Mind, and
I still go back to it, or to his first book partially included in it, Pictures of the Gone World, every
couple years. The story of how I let poetry into my life in a serious way at Rowe Camp in 1966
is told in my poem “To Steve, who Started Me Writing,” published in my book The Closed
Shrine. The Ferlinghetti book was one of the huge stack of poetry books Steve Oden felt he
couldn’t do without, the eight weeks of summer camp. When I began to write my own poetry I
imitated Ferlinghetti’s visual layout. He continued to produce good poetry, of course, for the
next half-century, but Coney Island is still the best example of what a slammer would call both
his “page” and “stage” poems. The little imagistic flights of the first and third sections,
numbered rather than titled, while marred by a compulsion to name-drop (not to say plagarize),
are lovely, emotional, accessible, succinct—all qualities a first-time reader of poetry needs and
appreciates. My Otros file contains I.14 (“Don’t let that horse”), I.20 (“the pennycandystore”),
II.10 (“Terrible”), and a poem from Pictures not in Coney Island, “For all I know.” It also
contains the “spoken word” poem “Dog,” a sample of Ferlinghetti’s easy mastery of the stand-up
topical style still in vogue today, and of his rowdy and not wholly sarcastic sense of humor.
Ferlinghetti, via not only his poems but his activities as a publisher, sent me to the other Beats,
who sent me to their influences, who opened up the world of poetry to me forever and for good.
Nobody needs me to say much about Robert Frost, his inimitable mark on American poetry, his
shortcomings as a human being, etc. A woman I knew in Massachusetts, the mother of a friend,
told me his best poem was “To Earthward,” and I’ve always agreed: it’s a strange but perfect
blend of greediness for life and longing to lay it down: if there were a contest to find the poem
that best presents middle age, this would win. But I also like better-known things like
“Acquainted with the Night”—a poem precisely the size of a thought—and “Stopping by Woods
on a Snowy Evening.” The repetition of the last line continues to radiate irresistible brilliance.
(See the old Charles Bronson movie “Telefon.”)
My friend Suzanne Frost doesn’t think she’s related to Robert. Here is one of her poems whose
physical immediacy just, well, knocks you off your bike.

Out of the Race
Thrown off her bike early
on a steep mountain grade
gnarled root gut
jut out of black mud
balance fouled
bike on top of her
broken chain
she lies there
stunned
on her back

Another bike still in motion beside her
misses by an inch, but
the second rider runs right over her
tears her left heel into red
—lightning quick fire, black dream
swaying rocking hold the lip—
The other woman, second rider, flies
over the bars,
toward oak and sage
rams cedar ten feet further
It is muddy
This is good
Mud breaks the fall
It is sunny
This is good
Good temperature for a fall
But the riders keep coming on
metal dodging metal
“Get off the trail”
“GET OFF THE FUCKING TRAIL”
quick scramble,
extract broken bikes
Watch out!
Another rider down
but not for long
“Damn”
She curses her chain,
not her bike
“Are you hurt?” yelling
to the other downed rider
the one that ran over her
lying at a distance, still.
“Not enough”
laughter
“me neither”
“My bike is fucked up though”
“So is mine”
quiet

soft grass blades beside the trail
close stream trickle
pine breeze scent
cliffs beyond
sky blue behind
tall ponderosas
they lie there
look at each other
bloody in the mud
and grin

Otros: Lisa Gill
It’s been an amazing gift to my poetry (if not to my ego) that one of the great poets lives in
and/or nearby Albuquerque, and that I know her. I met Lisa Gill in 1992, at a reading for the
UNM lit magazine Conceptions Southwest. I was indelibly impressed by her fluttering, scarred
energy, her flowing yet firmly in-charge reading voice, the way there was no mistaking—often
for quite intangible reasons—whether the piece she was currently reading was poetry or prose:
but mostly by her ownership of language, as if language was part of her body. In later years this
has seemed more and more to be the flip side of her body’s struggle to be physical, via the
experience of chronic disease unfortunately; but at the time I felt I was witnessing a
transmutation of body and spirit into one another or at best, into a new element, something
uniquely hers. You can’t not recognize a Lisa Gill poem.
At best her choices are unerring and effortless. At less than best, she resorts to wordplay, which
always at least brings a smile even when it doesn’t produce a laugh or a gasp. Her invention
would seem tireless if it weren’t so obviously painstaking, the offspring of prolonged insomnia
and various kinds of strain. The amount of sublime writing she has been able to output is
something I envy her, not least because through it she keeps her natural charity and clear
witnessing of the world intact. If now and then she develops trust issues with the male half of
the human race, well, why wouldn’t she? I won’t make the futile “not all men” argument here
because she makes it herself again and again, sometimes on the threshold of generalizations she
never quite succumbs to. Repeated disappointments don’t lead her to forget that people are
invididuals. Whew, says a veteran disappointing man.
I still have many of the beautiful duodecimo-sized chapbooks she came out with in the ’90s,
before her first collection (I still call it Letters to a Dead Trappist) drew the attention of a local
publisher. Since then she has published the herbs-and-healing meditation Mortar and Pestle, a
tiny reflection of herself in the night sky—this may well be my favorite work of hers—
called Dark Enough, and two dramatic pieces, both shocking, sorrowful and revelatory, The
Relenting and Caput Nili. Any of these books would do as a beginning exposure to this
important, indispensible poet.
The poem I asked Lisa’s permission to include here really isn’t illustrative of the linguistic
acrobatics I associate with most of her work, but shows her at her plainest and most human—
qualities that come through in the verbally wild poems too. It comes from a group of poems
centering around Lisa’s work as a contractor in iffy Albuquerque neighborhoods. I hope she
makes this series available to the public in some form again someday.

The sun’s out
But one of the tenants tells me
his wife is still scared of crackheads breaking in
tells me that she’s scared
because a woman who’s been raped
experiences trauma

he knows about this
because he was a boyscout in vietnam
so young to be a green beret
and when he came back without his buddies
he had to be a hermit
since people were scared of him
he had to take thorazine
until he received the lord in 1971
and dumped all the pills down the toilet
now he feels a whole lot better
but some people
they don’t like themselves
because they’re mean
some people are just mean
I tell him he has a good door
with a solid core
that here people look out for each other
that his new neighbors
will be good
I know: I’ve met them
and he’ll be able to speak with them
since he comes from Spain
and they come from Juarez
and I tell him:
the neighborhood’s gotten better
even if it’s still called the warzone.
I know this.
I haven’t had to clean
blood off walls for a while.
And I don’t find so many busted lighters.
So much burnt tinfoil.
So many syringes.
The gunshots are farther off
and I haven’t been threatened
on my way to the apartment recently
or seen a kid with rickets
for almost three years.
Now there’s even a lot down the street
that got turned into a park.
And today, I tell him, is beautiful.
The sun’s out
and these apartments
aren’t so big
that they block
all the light.

Otros: Allen Ginsberg
I might feel too close to Allen to say helpful things about his poems. I’ve always been a hungry
reader of Kerouac, and despite Jack’s claim that Allen was inappropriate as a hero for a novel
because “he doesn’t do anything,” his personality and manner certainly loom large in all the
important books, but especially the Kerouac book I seem to return to most eagerly the most
times, Desolation Angels. I call them Allen and Jack because their own openness about their
lives encourages me to—not so much “confessional literature” as an attitude of honest sharing
much more consistent—and more genuine—than the vogue for honesty in the ’60s and ’70s that
spawned the sensitivity training movement, because based on the assumption that people’s lives
are interesting. It helped that the Beats’ lives actually were.
When I was a teenager and a new poet in Boston, I heard Allen on the radio explaining his
theories about prosody, derived from Whitman: that the length of a line should be regulated, not
by artificial devices like metric feet, but by the amount of breath needed to say it. Some of the
lines in “Howl” (some of the lines in “Song of Myself,” for that matter) would require the lung
capacity of a hippopotamus, but never mind. The idea stuck and never quite departed that poetry
was an oral art, meant to be uttered aloud. I realize this denies all concrete poetry and many of
the later poems of e.e. cummings the name of poetry; and I admit Louise Glück’s good comment
that she doesn’t like poetry readings because “the poet gets between me and the poem;” but
since overhearing that rule of Ginsberg’s, I’ve always judged poems, both in the writing and
reading of them, by their sound.
Sometimes the sound is a mere howl of pain: mere, but dissecting and propagating the howl in
exquisitely-targeted words everyone remembers. “Howl” may have been written, and was
usually performed,4 in a prophetic trance, but it proceeds by a sober, inexorable logic: the
naming of the wrongs done to “the best minds of my generation;” the naming of the perpetrator,
Moloch (better known as the United States of America); the naming of love as the single hope of
healing and escape. Sixty years after it was written it remains just as horrible, victorious and true
as it was then.
“Footnote to Howl,” while often included with it, is a distinct poem, an unveiling of a further
dimension to the argument of “Howl,” a dimension Allen calls the holy. He comes from
Judaism, the tradition that discovered holiness in the first place, but he reverses it and places
himself within another tradition, the Asian, which has often suggested that holiness is not so
much a property of extraordinary objects, people and places, but an aspect of the Godhead
permeating everything, even rejected things, even ugly things, even Moloch. Another poem
where this same point is made, more serenely and with fewer tears, is “The End.”
Allen loved Blake the visionary, but the tender poem “Song” shows that he also learned from
Blake’s simple, musical diction—and from his sadness. “To Aunt Rose” is Ginsberg at his most
direct and most human, mourning lost relatives and a lost American era. “On Burroughs’ Work”
is a defense of the “leave nothing out” school of writing to which he and Kerouac also belonged,
but Burroughs exploded the boundaries of. “Guru” is the Zen of hiding in plain sight, the
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dissolve of intellect into experience and meaning into presence. (It was my answering machine
message for a couple years.) “Wales Visitation” I consider the peak of Allen’s poetic skill,
though it seems to have poured out from him spontaneously in a delirious but peaceful LSD
storm of observing and being nature.
I met him in the spring of 1970 when I was eighteen. He was reading, with guests Gregory
Corso and Nanao Sakaki, at UNM, and my friend Kerry and I went to the house where he was
staying to persuade him to read at the local Catholic university (which no longer exists) too, the
University of Albuquerque. He accepted with no problem—also with no payment. He used my
copy of Pound’s translation to read (actually sing) St. Francis’ “Canticle to the Sun,” since U of
A was a Franciscan school. Sitting in the cafeteria beforehand, I started showing him poems I
thought he’d like, since they were imitations of him. He liked the ones on daily themes better
than the ones that attempted the grandiose. One of my proudest moments (still!) came when he
passed a poem across the table to Corso and said “He’s got a whole notebook full of stuff like
this.” Would my life have been radically different had I not, ironically, been on the point of
renouncing Beat-style poetry for more conventional absorptions? I don’t care. It felt like a
friend talking to a friend, however briefly known, over however wide a gap.

Otros: Gluck, Graves, Gray, Gurney
My spouse discovered Louise Glück before I did, but we soon devoured all her books, in the first
of many readings, silent and aloud. Sari is most fond, I think, of Glück’s ability to breathe life
into classical myth; my fascination is probably—something every imperfect poet needs to
learn—her willingness to use the easiest, obvious, or even cliché word if it happens to be the
right word. It often is, which is one of the reasons she usually gets away with it, but she’s a
masterful enough poet that the words never seem easy, obvious or cliché. I recommend all her
work, but chose one little poem, “First Memory,” and one long poem, “October,” for Otros.
Glück came to UNM for a reading a few years ago, and though everyone was justly excited
about her new collection A Village Life, which seemed to mark a major departure in form and
content for her, I brought instead my chapbook of October for her to autograph, telling her it was
my favorite poem of hers. She replied that in many ways it was hers too. It’s a solemn,
numinous statement about living in the face of loss, or indeed when life becomes loss.
Everyone should read Robert Graves’ The White Goddess to see the dignity and power of poetry
explained in a vastly entertaining and probably quite spurious way. Graves’ historical instincts
were good (witness his Claudius novels), but he was always ready to fill in the gaps with pure
imagination—not that he didn’t make some lucky guesses, but that everything would be wrapped
up in so neat a package (a consistent and pervasive prehistoric matriarchal religion) strains
likelihood. His own best poems ignore the strictures he sets down for “true poetry” and give us
wry, often hilarious, observations on the subject of romantic love, its varieties, consequences and
lookalikes. That being said, his one poem in Otros is “The White Goddess,” in which he
captures the essence of his sprawling book in a deft few stanzas.
In his revolutionary preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth singled out Thomas Gray as a poet
who’d let elevated diction divorce his verse from normal plain speech. You decide. Here is
Gray’s beautiful and thoughtful tribute to the ranks of obscure rural dead.
Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard
The curfew tolls the knell of parting day,
The lowing herd wind slowly o’er the lea,
The plowman homeward plods his weary way,
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.
Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sight,
And all the air a solemn stillness holds,
Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight,
And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds;
Save that from yonder ivy-mantled tower
The moping owl does to the moon complain
Of such, as wandering near her secret bower,
Molest her ancient solitary reign.

Beneath those rugged elms, that yew tree’s shade,
Where heaves the turf in many a moldering heap,
Each in his narrow cell forever laid,
The rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep.
The breezy call of incense-breathing morn,
The swallow twittering from the straw-built shed,
The cock’s shrill clarion, or the echoing horn,
No more shall rouse them from their lowly bed.
For them no more the blazing hearth shall burn,
Or busy housewife ply her evening care;
No children run to lisp their sire’s return,
Or climb his knees the envied kiss to share.
Oft did the harvest to their sickle yield,
Their furrow oft the stubborn glebe has broke;
How jocund did they drive their team afield!
How bowed the woods beneath their sturdy stroke!
Let not Ambition mock their useful toil,
Their homely joys, and destiny obscure;
Nor Grandeur hear with a disdainful smile
The short and simple annals of the poor.
The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,
And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,
Awaits alike the inevitable hour.
The paths of glory lead but to the grave.
Nor you, ye proud, impute to these the fault,
If Memory o’er their tomb no trophies raise,
Where through the long-drawn aisle and fretted vault
The pealing anthem swells the note of praise.
Can storied urn or animated bust
Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?
Can Honor’s voice provoke the silent dust,
Or Flattery soothe the dull cold ear of Death?
Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid
Some heart once pregnant with celestial fire;
Hands that the rod of empire might have swayed,
Or waked to ecstasy the living lyre.
But Knowledge to their eyes her ample page

Rich with the spoils of time did ne’er unroll;
Chill Penury repressed their noble rage,
And froze the genial current of the soul.
Full many a gem of purest ray serene,
The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear:
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,
And waste its sweetness on the desert air.
Some village Hampden, that with dauntless breast
The little tyrant of his fields withstood;
Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest,
Some Cromwell guiltless of his country’s blood.
The applause of listening senates to command,
The threats of pain and ruin to despise,
To scatter plenty o’er a smiling land,
And read their history in a nation’s eyes,
Their lot forbade: nor circumscribed alone
Their growing virtues, but their crimes confined;
Forbade to wade through slaughter to a throne,
And shut the gates of mercy on mankind,
The struggling pangs of conscious truth to hide,
To quench the blushes of ingenuous shame,
Or heap the shrine of Luxury and Pride
With incense kindled at the Muse’s flame.
Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife,
Their sober wishes never learned to stray;
Along the cool sequestered vale of life
They kept the noiseless tenor of their way.
Yet even these bones from insult to protect
Some frail memorial still erected nigh,
With uncouth rhymes and shapeless sculpture decked,
Implores the passing tribute of a sigh.
Their name, their years, spelt by the unlettered Muse,
The place of fame and elegy supply:
And many a holy text around she strews,
That teach the rustic moralist to die.
For who to dumb Forgetfulness a prey,
This pleasing anxious being e’er resigned,

Left the warm precincts of the cheerful day,
Nor cast one longing lingering look behind?
On some fond breast the parting soul relies,
Some pious drops the closing eye requires;
Even from the tomb the voice of Nature cries,
Even in our ashes live their wonted fires.
For thee, who mindful of the unhonored dead
Dost in these lines their artless tale relate;
If chance, by lonely contemplation led,
Some kindred spirit shall inquire thy fate,
Haply some hoary-headed swain may say,
“Oft have we seen him at the peep of dawn
Brushing with hasty steps the dews away
To meet the sun upon the upland lawn.
“There at the foot of yonder nodding beech
That wreathes its old fantastic roots so high,
His listless length at noontide would he stretch,
And pore upon the brook that babbles by.
“Hard by yon wood, now smiling as in scorn,
Muttering his wayward fancies he would rove,
Now drooping, woeful wan, like one forlorn,
Or crazed with care, or crossed in hopeless love.
“One morn I missed him on the customed hill,
Along the heath and near his favorite tree;
Another came; nor yet beside the rill,
Nor up the lawn, nor at the wood was he;
“The next with dirges due in sad array
Slow through the churchway path we saw him borne.
Approach and read (for thou canst read) the lay,
Graved on the stone beneath yon aged thorn.”
The Epitaph
Here rests his head upon the lap of Earth
A youth to Fortune and to Fame unknown.
Fair Science frowned not on his humble birth,
And melancholy marked him for her own.
Large was his bounty, and his soul sincere,
Heaven did a recompense as largely send:

He gave to Misery all he had, a tear,
He gained from Heaven (’twas all he wished) a friend.
No farther seek his merits to disclose,
Or draw his frailties from their dread abode
(There they alike in trembling hope repose),
The bosom of his Father and his God.
Today’s last poet is my friend Kenneth P. Gurney. Ken has served several poetry communities
both online and i.r.l. as an m.c. of readings and editor of journals. Most recently he produced
five issues of a classy New Mexico poetry anthology, Adobe Walls. He’s a prolific poet too
(books available on Amazon). His poems alternate between the pungently topical and dreamily
surreal, always with a good sampling of poems about imaginary women he calls his Muses. He’s
well aware of the requirements of performance, but focuses on the flow of poetry before the eye.
It’s interesting to me how universal his appeal manages to be, considering how personal—dare I
say modest?—his poems are. This one from Otros isn’t in any of his collections.
On The Near Side Of The River
The cruelty of being alone
melted with the snows
in the first days of spring.
Finally, I begin to know
who I am, to discern
reflections in the water
from that it reflects,
to speak in tongues—
suggest to the crows
their time for me is not come.
I did not see my longings
slip away or how the course
of memory shifted
to a new bed.
But, it is now apparent
that there is no humiliation
in falling down, nor
sitting out the shock
that trembles the body
before getting up again
to walk my walk.
Though I have no partner
to engage my hand,

I feel a presence
on the wind
that speaks of my being
in the right place.
It is as if a prayer is answered,
as if all bargains are null
and void, as if my soul
has moved from this talisman
of rose quartz to reclaim
that empty place inside me.

Otros: Hall, Hardy, Harris, Hass, Hayden … try saying that ten times fast
Donald Hall, U.S. Poet Laureate a few years back, is best known for his marriage to fellow poet
Jane Kenyon and the series of stark poems he wrote about her war with leukemia and his
bereavement after her death. His two poems in Otros predate his meeting Jane. “To a
Waterfowl” is a hilarious dissection of an impish poetry reading in Middle America, and “Ox
Cart Man,” once published as a children’s book, is about a curiously independent New England
farmer.
Thomas Hardy’s grim novels set in the vanishing English countryside are justly known, but even
appreciators of them (and I am one) value his poetry more. The long flight of poems mourning
both the death of his first wife and his indifference to her while she was alive stands among the
best love poems in the language—and the best love poems are often terribly sad. Here is an
example from earlier in his career, together with a hilarious demonstration of how, in that
society, it might’ve been a fortunate thing to be “ruined.” [A “barton” is an estate; “sock” is
another way of saying “sulk;” “megrims” are more or less what we would call bouts of
depression—the word is related to “migraines”—and “docks” are onions.]
Satires of Circumstance XV. In the Moonlight
‘O lonely workman, standing there
In a dream, why do you stare and stare
At her grave, as no other grave there were?
‘If your great gaunt eyes so importune
Her soul by the shine of this corpse-cold moon
Maybe you’ll raise her phantom soon!’
‘Why, fool, it is what I would rather see
Than all the living folk there be;
But alas, there is no such joy for me!’
‘Ah—she was the one you loved, no doubt,
Through good and evil, through rain and drought,
And when she passed, all your sun went out?’
‘Nay: she was the woman I did not love,
Whom all the others were ranked above,
Whom during her life I thought nothing of.’
The Ruined Maid
“O Melia, my dear, this does everything crown!
Who could have supposed I should meet you in Town?
And whence such fair garments, such prosperi-ty?”
“O didn’t you know I’d been ruined?” said she.

“You left us in tatters, without shoes or socks,
Tired of digging potatoes, and spudding up docks;
And now you’ve gay bracelets and bright feathers three!”
“Yes: that’s how we dress when we’re ruined,” said she.
“At home in the barton you said ‘thee’ and ‘thou,’
And ‘thik oon,’ and ‘theäs oon,’ and ‘t’other,’ but now
Your talking quite fits ’ee for high compa-ny!”
“Some polish is gained with one’s ruin,” said she.
“Your hands were like paws then, your face blue and bleak
But now I’m bewitched by your delicate cheek,
And your little gloves fit as on any la-dy!”
“We never do work when we’re ruined,” said she.
“You used to call home-life a hag-ridden dream,
And you’d sigh, and you’d sock; but at present you seem
To know not of megrims or melancho-ly!”
“True. One’s pretty lively when ruined,” said she.
“I wish I had feathers, a fine sweeping gown,
And a delicate face, and could strut about Town!”
“My dear—a raw country girl, such as you be,
Cannot quite expect that. You ain’t ruined,” said she.
Here is a wistful little poem by my friend Dale Harris, onetime editor of the important local
zine Central Avenue (memorialized in a recent issue of Malpaís Review), which seemed to me
when I first read it to describe marriages I’d known, including one of mine.
Dolls’ Love
Theirs was a measured love that held its limits well.
It did not soar or cascade, tumble or roar
but poured itself in drams and drops,
in tablespoons and quarter cups.
What is enough? Better less than too much.
Theirs was a simple love that disavowed complexity.
It did not argue or explain, question or complain
but lived itself from day to day,
and was always as it seemed to be.
Where is truth found? In endings and beginnings
and seldom in between. Better to know than to believe.
Theirs was an interrupted love that lost its faith

and looked away, then kept a guilt so deep
it could not lift its gaze.
How to begin again? Abandon the past with its pain.
Better to forget than to feel.
Theirs was a patient love that waited years
before it spoke and then only of quiet things,
summer picnic plans and children’s bedtime tales,
walks along the beach to hear the singing of the whales.
How does time go? Sometimes fast, sometimes slow.
Better a short life if you fear growing old.
It is the love that dolls have for one another.
I discovered the living California poet Robert Hass—also a Poet Laureate—only a few years
ago, and quickly consumed all his published poetry (though not his voluminous translations of
other people’s): unless that sounds like I only read them once. It was difficult to single out a
short list of things I prized best for Otros, so I wound up with a medium-to-long list. I’ll
reproduce it here. Most, but not all, of these are contained in Hass’s selected poems, The Apple
Trees at Olema.
Assassin
In Weather
Songs to Survive the Summer
Novella
A Story about the Body
The Apple Trees at Olema
Natural Theology
Sonnet
Shame: An Aria
Regalia for a Black Hat Dancer
Interrupted Meditation
The World as Will and Representation
Art and Life
State of the Planet
I am Your Waiter Tonight and my Name is Dmitri
Some of David’s Story
Finally, if you haven’t read Robert Hayden’s sweet poem about his stepfather “Those Winter
Sundays” lately, or have somehow missed it altogether, go look up a copy and make it part of
this winter Sunday.

Otros: Heaney & heatherington
I should probably like Seamus Heaney more than I do. With all the best poets there’s that
feeling of “Well, I can’t call myself good, really, after this.” With Heaney it’s “Well, I can’t
really call myself a poet after this.” Even when I know the words he magnificently picks, I know
at the same time my utter inability to use them interestingly. So I’m always less a fan than an
envious lackey, which daunts my appreciation, I’m sure. Otros contains one poem called
“Punishment,” about the mummy of an executed woman thrown into a bog in the Middle Ages.
Heaney somehow communicates with the living woman across the centuries, gently.

My friend kat heatherington (one of those lower-case poets) is (rather like me) an antiintellectual academic (that’s a compliment) who writes musical wisdoms from the heart of a
rural, pagan, polyamorous life. This stubborn love poem is not an example of any of that.
poem for some dishes
my mother’s wedding china,
golden and umber, deep rich colors glowing with life,
arrives in a box, wrapped in butcherpaper.
my stepfather helped me haul it
out of the tight shed shelf in which it was wedged,
marked fragile, then stuffed into the furthest corner, forgotten.
they have been married for fifteen years,
but the strong silent man who carries the china back to the house
has never seen these dishes.
she had them wrapped and boxed and hidden
before he came to stay, she tells me,
our voices quiet so no one will know
that our subject touches on my father.
my father has almost forgotten the china, too.
china? he exclaims. you mean, you drop it on the floor and it breaks?
i don’t want it. —it’s not for you, i laugh, pulling out
the rich shining platter, a stray cup, reminding him. it’s mine now.
the yellowy copper hues are so thick,
i could use the serving bowl
for a scrying dish. you can see eternity in that golden brown.
weeks later, i pull the dishes from their paper disguise,
scrub fifteen years of dust from the bowls,
let crumpled paper litter my already untidy house,
and wait for you, trying to care, for a moment,
about the things a woman is supposed to care about—
eternal romance, a clean house, my mother’s wedding china,
intact in spite of the broken marriage—

—and all i really want is you, here and now.
no romance, no vows, no ‘forever,’
not even a white horse to carry us away—
i’ll take the littered floor,
the unwashed clothes, the mess we’ve made
of graduate school and career and all that
—if i can have you, now,
then the rest of these things
are enough to get us by,
to see us through the night (and the rent)
and the rest of the world
can go to hell
without us.

[kat would like you to check out her Website, https://sometimesaparticle.org.]

Otros: Hopkins, Housman & Jeffers
Gerard Manley Hopkins did more amazing things to the English language than any poet ever, but
in the service of a faith I no longer subscribe to, so I’ve lost a whole dimension of appreciation
for him. However, the huge extent to which I still enjoy his poetry shows how powerful he is,
whether or not you share his worldview. His poems, though chronologically Victorian, weren’t
published till the twentieth century and are often grouped with the output of early modernism,
which is where they had their most immediate influence. When Hopkins was ordained a Jesuit
priest, he destroyed his youthful poetry (we retain some pretty ghastly Keatsian effusions) and
went for eight years writing only prose. Then five Franciscan nuns were drowned in a shipwreck
off the English coast and Hopkins’ superior let fall the wish that someone would commemorate
them in a poem. Father Gerard got to work and out sprang “The Wreck of the Deutschland,” a
breathtaking demonstration of the poetic theories he’d been developing and a great devotional
Christian poem. Its force and beauty have not a little to do with something called “sprung
rhythm.” I’m gonna be somewhat simplistic here, but Hopkins believed that classical meters
were inappropriate for English, whose native Anglo-Saxon tradition of counting stresses rather
than syllables, coupled with the incantatory use of alliteration, gave poems like “Beowulf” their
primal brilliance. Hopkins set out to reintroduce Old English poetics into modern verse, keeping
rhyme but subordinating it to the strong stressed line—so much so that end-rhymes are
occasionally completed in the next line. “Wreck” is rather long, and its stylistic oddities make it
a bad choice for an introduction to Hopkins. It needs a close reading with lots of glosses, and I
want to provide one after I’m done with the present survey. I hope I get to.5 For now, listen to
the sheer music of these four poems, and how exquisitely fitted it is to their content.

God’s Grandeur
The world is charged with the grandeur of God.
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;
It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil
Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?
Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;
And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;
And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil
Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.
And for all this, nature is never spent;
There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;
And though the last lights off the black West went
Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs—
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent
World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.
The Windhover
5

See Appendix.

To Christ our Lord
I caught this morning morning’s minion, kingdom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding
Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding
High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing
In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,
As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding
Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding
Stirred for a bird,—the achieve of, the mastery of the thing!
Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here
Buckle! and the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion
Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!
No wonder of it: shéer plód makes plough down sillion
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,
Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermilion.

[A windhover is a kestrel hawk.]
Spring and Fall
to a young child
Márgarét, áre you gríeving
Over Goldengrove unleaving?
Leáves, líke the things of man, you
With your fresh thoughts care for, can you?
Áh! ás the heart grows older
It will come to such sights colder
By and by, nor spare a sigh
Though worlds of wanwood leafmeal lie;
And yet you will weep and know why.
Now no matter, child, the name:
Sórrow’s spríngs áre the same.
Nor mouth had, no nor mind, expressed
What heart heard of, ghost guessed:
It ís the blight man was born for,
It is Margaret you mourn for.

Poem 57

As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame;
As tumbled over rim in roundy wells
Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s
Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;
Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;
Selves—goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,
Crying What I do is me: for that I came.
Í say more: the just man justices;
Keeps gráce: thát keeps all his goings graces;
Acts in God’s eye what in God’s eye he is—
Chríst. For Christ plays in ten thousand places,
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his
To the Father through the features of men’s faces.
After Hopkins’ gymnastic inventions and hard-bought religious hope, A.E. Housman’s
melancholy atheism, simple sentences and nursery-rhyme form can be shocking, but I think it’s
amusing to treat them together—they’re kind of a cure for one another. Housman’s aesthetic
standard, in contrast to Hopkins’, is a facile one: if you recite a poem to yourself while shaving,
does it make your chin hair stand on end? If so, it’s a good poem. This allowed Housman, in a
famous essay on “The Name and Nature of Poetry,” to basically ignore the whole eighteenth
century. If his test seems sexist, that’s because he was simply uninterested in other than
masculine concerns, being a closeted gay man, celibate against his will. A Shropshire Lad is still
a fine collection of poems to start out with—and I mean to read when you are young and
encountering poetry for the first time, though I didn’t read it then. Included in Otros are numbers
II, XIII, XXVII, LIV (backhandedly quoted by Donna Tartt in The Secret History) and LXII.
The eerie narrative poem “Roan Stallion” is the only example in Otros of Robinson Jeffers’
work, though he is a poet I can read in long sittings and huge gulps. The poem is hard to
describe: a montage of violence, insanity, the oppression and liberation of women, natureworship, bestiality and parental tenderness, its lines lengthen or shorten depending on the rate of
breaths the characters breathe, their immersion in or distance from action. The God of creation
becomes a stud steed trampling the wild California hills.

Otros: Joyce & Justice
I admit to being a James Joyce fan, in the original sense of fanatic, since my teens. On the basis
of Joyce’s minuscule Collected Poems, Anthony Burgess speculated that Joyce condemned
himself to being an amazing novelist because he was an amazingly horrible poet. I don’t agree.
I’m more sympathetic to the idea that Joyce was a good poet impatient with traditional verse
forms, including free verse, and needing to introduce poetic insight and technique into his prose,
transforming it, often, into sheer poetry. Two editors, A. Norman Jeffares and Brendan
Kennelly, set out to demonstrate this point of view a few years back in an anthology
called James Joyce: The Poems in Verse and Prose. Be that as it may (and the book is on my
shelves), I have only Joyce’s “verse” poems in Otros: but I have all of them, minus two satirical
broadsides. That’s not a huge amount: the thirty-six poems in Chamber Music, the thirteen
poems in Pomes Penyeach, and the single poem written on the occasion of Joyce’s father’s death
and grandson’s birth, “Ecce Puer.” All are short poems.
Chamber Music was so-called both because the parts were intended to be set to music and
because, supposedly, during the book’s first public reading, a woman urinated volubly into a
chamberpot behind a screen. Other than this possible origin of the title, the book is a remarkably
“straight” (not to say un-Joycean) sequence of love poems, from the initial thrilled beginnings to
the final post-mortem nightmares of an affair. If the poems at times devolve into the
singsongy—that was Burgess’ problem, and doesn’t happen as often as he suggests—that’s an
inevitable consequence, I think, of their intending to be sung. Even when they aren’t, a skilled
reader can draw listeners into the slight, finely-wrought, lilting mood of the individual poems, till
they tip headlong into the stream of finding and loss the whole series creates. (Cyril Cusack is
one such reader who has recorded it.) The later, mostly free-verse poems in Pomes Penyeach are
leaner and in a way more naked, since Joyce is mainly speaking for himself rather than an ideal
poet/lover, and allowing himself to say universal human things in vulnerable human ways. Craft
is no less present, though: the first poem, “Tilly,” is an exquisite example, and here “Joycean”
elements prevail, not only in the poem itself (we discover only at the end that the speaker is a
tree that has lost a branch to a herdsman who tore it off for a switch), but in its placement: it is
really the thirteenth poem in the book, because a “tilly” is an extra cup of milk the milkmaid
adds on top of a dozen.
Take a look at the beautiful little poem “American Sketches” by Donald Justice too: it captures a
kind of meaningful desolation one finds only on crosscountry trips alone: or in Hopper
paintings.

Otros: Keats and Krosinsky
Reading John Keats is like eating fruitcake: something that should be done sparingly, at
holidays, but with an aim to savoring. That language is capable of being this juicy, even in the
mere act of telling a story, is something that doesn’t occur to many poets: to Keats it seemed like
an obligation to find for every sentence not only the correct words but the most ecstatic. His
medium-length poems (the ones he actually finished), like “The Eve of St. Agnes” and the odes,
are better examples of this mission to wring the ultimate succulence and perfume from every
word than unfinished projects like the Hyperion poems. Even among the startling, pitch-perfect
and form-perfect odes, “Ode to a Nightingale” stands out on a sublime level of its own. I’ve
been shocked and bewildered more than once by how many people—and what odd people, often
people with no other interest in poetry at all—know this poem by heart.
Ode to a Nightingale
1
My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains
My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk,
Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains
One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk:
’Tis not through envy of thy happy lot,
But being too happy in thy happiness—
That thou, light-wingéd Dryad of the trees,
In some melodious plot
Of beechen green, and shadows numberless,
Singest of summer in full-throated ease.
2
O, for a draught of vintage! that hath been
Cooled a long age in the deep-delvéd earth,
Tasting of Flora and the country green,
Dance, and Provençal song, and sunburnt mirth!
O for a beaker full of the warm South,
Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene,
With beaded bubbles winking at the brim,
And purple-stainéd mouth;
That I might drink, and leave the world unseen,
And with thee fade away into the forest dim:
3
Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget
What thou among the leaves hast never known,
The weariness, the fever, and the fret
Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
Where youth grows pale, and specter-thin, and dies,

Where but to think is to be full of sorrow
And leaden-eyed despairs,
Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,
Or new Love pine at them beyond tomorrow.
4
Away! away! for I will fly to thee,
Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,
But on the viewless wings of Poesy,
Though the dull brain perplexes and retards:
Already with thee! tender is the night,
And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne,
Clustered around by all her starry Fays;
But here there is no light,
Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown
Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways.
5
I cannot see what flowers are at my feet,
Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs,
But, in embalméd darkness, guess each sweet
Wherewith the seasonable month endows
The grass, the thicket, and the fruit tree wild;
White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;
Fast fading violets covered up in leaves;
And mid-May’s eldest child,
The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine,
The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.
6
Darkling I listen; and for many a time
I have been half in love with easeful Death,
Called him soft names in many a muséd rhyme,
To take into the air my quiet breath;
Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad
In such an ecstasy!
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain—
To thy high requiem become a sod.
7
Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!
No hungry generations tread thee down;
The voice I hear this passing night was heard
In ancient days by emperor and clown:

Perhaps the selfsame song that found a path
Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home,
She stood in tears amid the alien corn;
The same that ofttimes hath
Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.
8
Forlorn! the very word is like a bell
To toll me back from thee to my sole self!
Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so well
As she is famed to do, deceiving elf.
Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive anthem fades
Past the near meadows, over the still stream,
Up the hill side; and now ’tis buried deep
In the next valley-glades:
Was it a vision, or a waking dream?
Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep?
[“Hippocrene” was a spring on Mount Helicon sacred to the Muses. To drink from it is a figure
for inspiration.]
Am I going to presume to write a critical essay on my spouse’s poetry? What do you think.
Everyone who’s read zir work knows that ze is a powerful poet, and if there were justice in the
publishing biz, would be already an important poet. I have no arguments in support of that
conclusion, only the recommendation to read zir if you haven’t. Nor can I possibly pick out a
selection of zir best poems to share with you here, or even of my favorite poems, for the simple
reason that I have too many favorites. As of today I’ve entered fifty-four into Otros. Even the
weaker things in zir books are worth reading, so I encourage you to procure and enjoy, wherever
and however you can, copies of god-chaser, Yossele (our collaboration about the Golem of
Prague), A God’s Life, Courting Hunger and the recently-issued chapbook Call Me Crazy.
Meanwhile, I just chose three poems at random to post today, one from god-chaser and two
from Courting Hunger.
Purusha’s Body Torn
This is the name you call
yourself in this world, in this
life, before the world unmakes
itself and tears to birth
again. These are the clothes
you wear, this bag of sinew,
the way you only eat grapefruit
with a jagged spoon, the nails

you dig in your palms, the temper
sealed just under the skin.
You cling to the yellow daffodils
springing from puddled concrete.
You think the petals bruised
between fingers prove you’re real.
If the gods tore you to bits
like Purusha, would you see
how a universe can burst
from one man?
Atom of Purusha’s eye,
you watch the world every morning
through the same frame:
leaves turning to the sun,
strip of asphalt, dawn coraling the sky.
Even that changes: pink shades
to gray, leaves clog
gutters, the sun lingers
longer beneath adobe walls.
Do you wonder what you’ll be
when the blinded sun wakes you
from night’s flannel cocoon?
You think it will be you.

A boa constrictor digesting an elephant
I was ashamed not to recognize the lumpy outline, reading “The Little Prince” for the first time
in second grade. I wanted to see it, but truth was, I didn’t even see a hat.
I wanted to believe I could tame a rose, but lacked the patience even to stare down the cat.
Before I lived with you, my neighbor made a home with feral tabbies, her world and theirs
overlapping in her yard.
The trick to taming a rose, I remember, was to be tamed. I tried it once. It didn’t take.
When we moved in together, you brought your worlds with you, I mine. Seven years, and I’m
still learning their shapes. Lucky you, I learned to prefer the untamed.

Sons
When the midwife held him toward me,
I raised my hands, palms out—
she thought to take him. If I could
have spoken, I’d have said, not me.
As soon as I could stand, I only wanted to get out
of the family-clogged den, to be alone. For the first time
in months, my body was my own.
When my nephew learned I’d carried him,
he wanted his birth father to be you. No such hurdles
will snag your son and me, born a month apart.
The night we three exchanged musics, the echo
of your voice, your face in his
nearly unsaddled me. When his cats
curled in your lap, I thought, maybe he smells like you.
I’m tempted to think he’ll be a piece of you
left when you’ve gone—like me.
Someone to mourn with.
I remember before my nephew was born, how he
would prop himself heel to rib, head to cervix
and stretch with more might than any fetus should have.
I haven’t learned much else ten years
since. I haven’t been around
to answer questions he hasn’t asked.
I wonder if, like you with your son, I’ll have to wait
’til he grows up before I know
how to speak to him.
Sometimes, you don’t know still.
Seeing how your son rides
your voice, I don’t believe mine
will ever find reins to hang onto
in me. I know nothing of horses.

Otros: Lawrence, McCracken, McKinstry-Brown
Because I liked a handful of his poems, especially “Snake” and “The Ship of Death,” which are
both in Otros, I bought the collected poems of D.H. Lawrence—it’s about the size of a Bible—
and plowed through to the end. About nine-tenths of the book is utter crap: tiny, prosy,
polemical observations no cleverer than something your average alcoholic might utter toward
closing time at a bar. Because he is acknowledged to be one of the best twentieth-century
novelists (I don’t see it, myself, but I haven’t really read much), he obviously has permission to
fill his spare time writing whatever ghastly level of poetry he wishes without damaging his
reputation. The same goes for poems like “Snake,” in which the language is so direct, pure and
passionate that the poem becomes something alive, human, breathing. Other early poems are
similarly strong, and can be found under his name in good anthologies. I don’t recommend
subjecting yourself to his later poetry, except “The Ship of Death,” an imagination of the
doctrines and attitude which might lie behind the carvings in Etruscan tombs.
My friend Cathryn McCracken left us in 2008. Here are two of her poems to suggest what a loss
to poetry that was.
Dragon Heart
I found it buried,
the char on its wings
a burning echo of my own,
as, pointed to water
blood dripping gold
and pungent with pine,
lichens fed its perfect breast.
The sun flayed yearning
in liquid glare, each leaf greenly
translucent, scalloped rue
silver in water, but untouched,
so I ate it raw, burping
filleted carbon for days,
walking to the sound of wood,
grasses brimming music,
water confounding endless visions,
until at last I vomited
and it flew upwards, wings
a sinew of hooves and ligaments,
golden sap streaming its flanks.
The smell of fresh blood filled
the forest and even the rocks

stopped singing to listen.

beyond
the first night
we were earthquake and flame
a sudden stop, a wind without
direction
the second was dense,
told without tongues
the third night
went clean out of time
landed so far beyond
the horizon
that I wondered if the earth
had disappeared, if matter
itself were giving birth
to the void
if the stars had reversed
the history of flight
the sixth night
dropped the moon, pushing
time to a pool of personal atoms
removing bones
then feeding them back to each other
burning and charred
now they ache and jostle
not sure of placements
the twelfth?
don’t ask
even Rumi knew when
to forget:
we were reminded to pray
to let go of our lies
today, the sun rusts
the mountains are flat
wind carves every terrain
muscling objects and people
in my book of poems

a sudden shift of momentum
as Rumi disappears into his words
and these bones,
what do they say
on the twenty-sixth night?
perhaps they are too
cindered to speak,
broken by the need to exist
without dimensions
the world shifts
runs backward in time
there are always places where
the need to unfold
takes place without light
on a windy highway
there is always the final
presumption of flight
Another friend, Sarah McKinstry-Brown, is still with us and young enough to promise further
volumes of lovingly-honed, wise verse like the poems in her first published book Cradling
Monsoons. The poem I want to share with you here is an earlier piece written in the first days
after 9/11. I think it’s the best 9/11 poem. Hearing her perform it several times in that
horrendous period, occasionally with musical accompaniment by Mitch Rayes, I was hard put to
shake the feeling that it’s the best poem, period.
Paralyzed Night
That paralyzed night there was no light
The angels were pissed—they wiped their hands of us humans
slit the throats of violins and cellos
Fired bullets into the guts of pianos
And stole all of my father’s old records
painted the doors and windows of heaven shut.
Tuesday night 2am with too much time to think
I prayed for a music to soothe this
I made deals with god I even sealed them shut with an amen
But all I heard was the slow moan of church bells
turning themselves inside out
Then into concrete
there were whispers as the river wrote goodbye letters to an
ocean that had already been welded shut.
were there enough room I would shove the whole world back into my womb

cause Half way across it little boys throw rocks at the moon
try to knock out that night-light
their lives are invisible an echo—a shot in the dark—
and along every American block our houses are luminous
like soldiers in trenches we lie on our bellies in front of the television
so close to the screen waiting for those flames to warm us
fear in full bloom the newscasters swoon and warn us
but there are no words that could sew wings onto the backs of those concrete buildings and make
them rise again
we are not innocent let’s not tell more lies again
I won’t kill for a broken skyline won’t stammer through numbers
That only make the dead climb down those stairs over and over again
Won’t bury the living in the name of the dead
won’t pretend that lighting a candle and sticking it in the belly of night will
make everything all right
Not when every day before I was so quiet
Not when every day before I lay on my side looking on the world with a mute face—a phone off
the hook
Was I ever living or have I just been a lame limb on this last leg of a century
Was I ever breathing or have I been pretending to bleed a body tattooed with veins?
Were The men who’ve loved me just kissing a silhouette?
In the basement of my dreams I’ve begun to rip through boxes of my own dusty words
There was so much I could have said
Now I want to run to those whose
lungs are still unfolding and holding breath
in their country already barren condemned from the waist down
the men wait for our bombs to part the air
they’re digging trenches their tired muscles turned to honey
Dirt under their fingernails
They sweat under shooting stars
In the midst of God’s saliva strewn kisses
They can taste the last rain in every grain of sand that gets caught in their teeth
We want the rest of that country to lie in pieces
Our Hate waits for us on the shore as we wade through a sea of broken mirrors
And when the tide comes to push us closer the pain will be so great
It will equal the weight of an airplane through the base of the spine
All these years without fear
Only looking up to make wishes or to damn god our luck the rain
our thoughts—fat and quiet our hearts warm and muffled inside ribcages lined with velvet
What a luxury to mourn—to light a candle to Watch shadow eat light
What a luxury our hands not digging trenches
but instead our initials into check books, sympathy cards, and park benches

The angels can’t speak for us anymore They are tired of reassuring and resurrecting
their tongues have turned to steel
on this stage I won’t bless or strangle the air with the star spangled banner
But in my own body my own home of hate I’ll kick my chest in to let the light out
I’ll break every window with this breath
I’ll take a match to my teeth
to set flame to
make ash to
to come to you newborn
—wearing a dress woven of placenta
I’ll come to you newborn—a hammer in one hand
in the other my heart
I come to you with enough patience and faith
to build a house of water and nails
cause I’m tired of looking at the mirror
while standing in the dark

Otros: McMichael, Meredith, Merton, Millay
Robert Hass in one of his essays recommended James McMichael’s long poem “Four Good
Things,” so I bought the book it came in, and admired the poem, but fell in love with another
book-length poem, “Each in a Place Apart,” an autobiographical story, or fictional
autobiography, of a California writer who enters on an affair with a woman in his church youth
group, winds up leaving his wife and children for her and marrying her, then sees their marriage
come to pieces. This “plot” is less important than the imaginations, distractions, trepidations and
doubts of the characters along the way, including an extended sequence where he fantasizes
about his lover falling in love with another man on her first trip to England, and a flashback to
his own Puritan ancestors, who made their own irrevocable but highly accidental decisions. It’s
an examination, among lots of things, of the old question “Is love enough?”—and doesn’t give a
simple answer … or a complex one, for that matter. A rich journey at the intersection of poetry
and storytelling.
George Meredith’s poignant picture of Satan as sorrowful prisoner to his own “hot fit of pride” is
a lovely thing, though theologically inept: an angel can’t be overcome by passion, or regret his
actions … or be deluded enough to hope that, the next time he explores them, the walls of his
prison will be gone. But none of that matters to the chilly fatedness of the poem—we share both
his lust for freedom and his loss of it.
Lucifer in Starlight
On a starred night Prince Lucifer uprose.
Tired of his dark dominion, swung the fiend
Above the rolling ball, in cloud part screened,
Where sinners hugged their specter of repose.
Poor prey to his hot fit of pride were those.
And now upon his western wing he leaned,
Now his huge bulk o’er Afric’s sands careened,
Now the black planet shadowed Arctic snows.
Soaring through wider zones that pricked his scars
With memory of the old revolt from Awe,
He reached a middle height, and at the stars,
Which are the brain of heaven, he looked, and sank.
Around the ancient track marched, rank on rank,
The army of unalterable law.
The Catholic (or toward the end, Catholic/Buddhist) writer Thomas Merton was a superb poet,
author before he died in 1968 of a truly stupefying series of modernist poems called The
Geography of Lograire. The poem of his in Otros predates that by a bit. “Night-Flowering
Cactus” is an exquisite demonstration, not quite of the cliché “holiness of the ordinary,” but of
the ordinary sometimes not being so ordinary after all: that nature in its mysterious unfoldings is
“intricate and whole, not art but wrought passion.”

Edna St. Vincent Millay is a poet I knew as a child, from my parents’ library: my father had a
crush on her, mom said. (That wasn’t a small club.) I recently reread her verse play The King’s
Henchman, written pretty faithfully to the standards of Old English alliterative poesy, and it
holds up … if you enjoy, as I do, the headily, deadly romantic. There’s a Selected Poems from
1991 edited by Colin Falck which I recommend. Two of my favorites are in Otros, the sonnet
“Love is not all” and the free-verse “Dirge without Music.”

Otros: Noyes, Olds, Oliver, Owen
This week’s four poets are all from the twentieth century (two of them just barely), so I won’t
reproduce their poems here. I’m including things by friends of mine they’ve given me
permission to post, but otherwise regarding as public domain only pre-twentieth-century poems.
I had the same kind of horrible poetic education most Americans had … I should say “have,”
because despite a tendency to (very uncritically) encourage student writing, mostly along the
lines of slam or performance poetry, I don’t think the actual poems students are presented with
have changed all that much, and everyone my age remembers how lifeless and boring those
poems were. I recall being made to read some harmless Frost and cute Dickinson—not that
these poets are either harmless or cute, but an effort was made not to introduce us to their poems
of power. Emily in particular isn’t someone a child should be exposed to—because she demands
of her readers an inner life a child just doesn’t possess. When there was a question of a poet
being shocking or unsafe, like Whitman, our English teachers made sure we only knew
accessible (and wildly untypical) things like “O Captain! My Captain!”—which could give the
impression that Whitman rhymed. I recall Wordworth’s skipping, pleasant poem about the
daffodils, but none of his pantheistic sublimity. It’s as if there was a secret meeting where it was
decided that the sooner students could be made to turn away from poetry entirely, the better, and
anthologies were constructed to that end. I feel privileged to have run into a living community of
working poets, people who read, when I was still young enough to discover poetry in myself.
The one exception to this inculcated distaste for poetry was Alfred Noyes’ “The Highwayman,”
and I was appalled, when I went to the university library to look through lower-school English
anthologies, to find that it had been eliminated since my day. Probably the rationale was
political correctness: a woman shouldn’t sacrifice herself for her lover, but if she happened to,
the lover shouldn’t then be shot “down like a dog” within a day. Maybe it was just that our
teachers decided children shouldn’t be exposed to blood and gore. News flash: kids love blood
and gore, and not just the boys: but Bess the landlord’s daughter is the hero of the poem, and
she is as strong and fearless a woman as any latter-day Disney princess. Then there’s the
unhappy ending and the suggestion of a continued ghostly presence at the end, and kids also love
tragedy and spookiness. The reason we don’t think they do is we take pains never to expose
them to those moods. Phil Ochs liked the poem enough to set it to music. (So did Loreena
McKennitt, but I’m not a fan.) I don’t think I’m forgetting anything important when I say that
this swoony adventure poem was the single poem that gave me even a glimmer of how
overwhelming a force poetry could be in one’s life—if only one were presented with better
examples at an early age: as Housman would say, we should be trying to make children’s hair
stand on end!
Sharon Olds is unafraid to think about things. After thinking, she is unafraid to talk, with a kind
of detached passion that allows her to be part of her poetry and outside it at the same time. “The
Pope’s Penis” reminds us that male power isn’t always unambiguous—that the most powerful
male in religion might as well be female, for all the good his genitals do him. Olds sees them as
a tiny, soundless clapper in a huge ceremonial bell. “I Go Back to May 1937” is Olds’ fantasy of
what she would say to her parents on the eve of their marriage. “I want to say Stop, don’t do it
… but I don’t do it. I want to live.” Her attitude toward her parents is one of pity, not

anger. “They are kids, they are dumb, all they know is they are innocent, they would never hurt
anybody.”
The poetry establishment—I take the position that there is one, and that I am not a paranoid—
doesn’t know how to react when one of their own—a poet who passes as great by their own
standards—becomes popular. Popularity is supposed to equal lack of skill or talent. That can’t
be said of Mary Oliver. Her chosen theme is “nature poetry,” and perhaps that makes her
accessible to a more plebian class of reader (though I don’t see why it should), and like the
“nature poets” of the Romantic era she suggests that nature holds the answer, or a large set of
effective answers, to human problems. I like most of her poetry, but I was led to her via the
same poem everyone knows, “Wild Geese.” If that poem has a message above and beyond what
it “says,” it is that all living things consitute a community, even a family, and that acceptance of
that fact can remedy despair and loneliness. I don’t know whether this message is true, but in a
way, that makes this humble didactic poem all the more appealing.
Wilfred Owen’s bitter response to Horace’s saying Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori (it is
sweet and fitting to die for one’s country) is well known and impossible to refute, though most
nations make a show now of deploring poison gas. A soldier can admit both the noble
motivations for going to war—in the case of World War I these were often brave and sincere—
and the horrid details of struggle and suffering which make any appeal to patriotism a lie. You
think about the person next to you, an ex-Army friend said to me. If you’re as towering a poet as
Owen was, you can step back later in your mind and note the contrast between what the soldier
undergoes and what the politician preaches. It isn’t an “anti-war argument.” Owen wants us
to look at what we do to one another, and see whether there’s anything “sweet” or “fitting” about
it.

Otros: Pettus, Plath, Pound, Prevert
My big sister Lu (authorially she styled herself L.R. Pettus) died in San Jose, California in 2014.
She was well known to the poetry community there as a “storypoet”—i.e. a shaper of narrative
poems out of (usually but not always European) folktales, of which she was also a learned
researcher. I admired those poems, but earlier in her writing life she also produced some of the
lyric poetry that satisfies my own taste more. Here is a sample, issued privately in a beautiful
run of tiny chapbooks in the 1980’s:
Seven Harp Songs
to Maggie
one story says the first harp was made
of the empty shell of a dead turtle
and one story says the wind resonated
through the rib bones of the skeleton
of a beached whale
the origin of the harp is a secret thing
we think it came out of the great water
because we came out of the great water
and because its music is a live thing
but we know something had to die
to make it so
three children left home
one after the other
to seek their fortunes
they never came back
their old parents sat patiently by the fire
and the grey wind blew rain all about the house
this is an old story
why do i want to weep
why do we imagine
the gods play musical instruments
do we invest them with our boredom
and loneliness
or do we hope in some light-dazzled hereafter
to emulate them
to bring forth perfect harmonies
from unbreakable strings
haven’t we learned yet
that what makes music happen
is that this time we didn’t make mistakes
why are we dismayed to discover

the track of the dark companion
why do we speak of disaster
there is a song for the soft ash of the volcano
and a song for the earthquake
the world is made of these things
why do we speak of them in terms of property
there is a song for the night-blooming cereus
each note passes into silence
and is beautiful
sometimes i am satisfied to be idle
neither plucking strings
nor tapping on the small drum
nor whistling under my breath
the notes of the flute
not even dancing
after all what would the music be
if i didn’t hear it
i followed your wet-sand footprints
picking up driftwood and pieces of shell
and a seagull feather
what did i want you to see
what did i want you to hear when i called
the wind blew echoes of my words
but you said nothing
before your footprints vanished in the water
stone
music
word
so much is lost in the water
where has the roughness gone
what was the shape of the beginning
what i was about to say to you
before i thought it over
what was the first note
from the string
I have to say I don’t really like the poems Sylvia Plath is especially famous for. Merely looking
at their text, they seem petty, and I suspect they’re admired as monuments to a simpleminded
feminism Plath would’ve found mysterious and distasteful. But she was one of our most acute,
inventive and deeply living poets, and the easy explanations of her death strike me as an insult to
anyone who struggles with severe depression. Her poetry is, even when not inflammatory and
oratorical on purpose, exciting for its facility with ever-altering mood, its ability to pluck the
most dazzling and surprising language from everyday experiences, and not least its equal
familiarity with the outer and inner worlds of a stunningly intelligent spirit. The poems I like
best, and have typed into my Otros collection, are “Tulips,” “The Night Dances,” “The

Detective,” “Ariel,” “Poppies in October,” “Nick and the Candlestick” and “Berck-Plage.” The
collection Ariel is now available as she planned it, in a different order and with different contents
than the book as edited by her widower Ted Hughes: but I think both versions are great books
worth reading.
Ezra Pound was a strong influence on my poetic choices when I began to write as a young adult
in the ’70’s. His chiseled, careful speech helped wean me off Hopkins’ luxuriances. His interest
in Anglo-Saxon, classical Greek and Chinese verse forms broadened several generations’ sense
of what poetry was and could be: mine too, and of course to the young man I was, the Cantos, at
that time still actively underway, seemed an intensely thrilling project. I’ve read the book since,
and have to conclude that it’s mostly a dismal failure, and where it doesn’t fail dismally,
it bores. Perhaps five to ten good poems can be rescued from this self-indulgent and frequently
hateful compost pile. Pound’s earlier poems, like the beautiful couplet “In a Station of the
Metro” (of which Hugh Kenner said “Every word is necessary, including in the title”) and the
formal—not to say archaic—love poem “Envoi, 1919,” modeled on an Elizabethan song by
Edmund Waller, are delightful examples of the powerful restraint and grace Pound lost in the
Cantos.
My favorite poems are mostly in English. Someday I’ll try to write something about why I think
English is (historically!) the best language for poetry. I do read some amount of poetry in other
languages though, and the main reason I haven’t included more of it in Otros is my mistrust of
the available translations. Where the poem is in a language I don’t know, my criterion has to be
whether the translation itself works as a poem. That’s the case with Ferlinghetti’s rendering of
Jacques Prévert’s “Song in the Blood,” a hypnotic anti-war (or anti-humanity) poem I discovered
on Joan Baez’s magnificent poetry album Baptism.

Otros: Rayes, Rilke, Rochelle, Roethke
I begin this week’s offering with two poems by my friend Mitch Rayes, who’s been preparing a
book of autobiographical poems for some time now and publishing dribs and drabs of it here and
there. He is a poet of great power and quiet humor: a strange combination. I encourage you to
pester him for recordings of these poems and other of his work so you can hear the sublime
music he’s created to go with them. (He contributed the wonderful music to the poems on my
CD Hush.)
Bequest
I’m not
one of those people who always
have to know what they’re doing.
Wrong turns are like
encyclopedias to me.
I can look up anything. You want
to learn something? Try mistaking
a stranger for a loved one.
It happens. I wake up in the middle
of the night like this, surprised
at what street I’m on.
Most people don’t know
how to stray. They keep
their circles tight.
They have a hundred ways
to say nothing. They know
just what they expect to see
without even opening their eyes.
It’s a pretty good trick
but I’ll never get to be proud of it.
I get lost just crossing the street.
I have to notice every leaf.
I see a drop of blood
and I think: was that there before?
I’m always
taking someone else’s bus. Or a woman
I’ve never seen before
wants me to take her home.
If I find a set of keys on the ground
I go door to door trying them out.
Sometimes I open a door
and I’ll see a child sleeping
and I think: what if it’s mine?

It’s one in the morning, don’t ask me
what day it is.
It must be darker than usual, because
I’ve never seen so many
stars in the city. I can’t find
even one constellation.
There’s a show getting out.
Some people are laughing on the corner.
“Watch out where you’re going!” I say,
“Open your eyes, pay
attention!” And I wish I could
see them wave, like kids
but they don’t even look up.
And why should they
listen to me, what do I know?
Less than the dead, I’m sure of it.
But I know something too:
there is no home, not for any of us.
There never has been.

Stigmata
Hands and feet
marked with crucial fictions, three
crosses carved in a young man’s back.
Then forty years against forgetting
tracking words traced in dirt, buried
with all the first stones hurled
this old man
removes his shirt.
How long can it be
since he’s last seen his sister?
A steel blade bites
in the bristling air, desperate
to undo her flesh, and having dared
to stand and lose a woman raises
what’s left of her hand.
Somewhere unaware a man
sips his cup, unfolds his paper
unfolds his grief his rage, his sister’s
blood is front page news.

And how long has it been
since he has seen his brother?
The lake is like a mirror.
A boy swims out alone, past
the calls, past the buoy
his foot brushes something makes him
shiver, makes him see
a stranger’s hand is waving
from the underwater meadow.
There is a place of no returning
where the dead will bury the dead
a single voice is crying, crying
for a father, anyone to take this cup
word-lashed, broken, waiting
in a street of beaten skulls;
one is crowned in razor wire
one dream-dashed or angry flees
to the end of a rope frozen there
or a glitter of glass
from ten stories up—
ten quick stories in the dwindling air.
And one man throws a line out
a filament of light
to hang a restless faith upon
as a boy steps over another body
and ignorant, keeps walking
and walking on, knows more
comes upon a motorcycle
wrapped around a lightpost
and looking back begins to run
because we cannot know
what will become of us
and it is in not knowing
one man finds
his hope, and one man
holds his grief
and two hands grub
another supper, mustard seed
and locust bread, a sponge
soaked in drugged wine
water and blood a sustenance
powerful and brief as rain

in this neon-stained gethsemane
this land of fallen temples
that shall not rise again.
Rainer Maria Rilke is such an intimidating presence in twentieth century poetry, I hesitate to say
much, except that I like his first few books of lyrics, like but don’t really see the point of the
Duino Elegies, and am mostly puzzled (in a pleasant way) by the Sonnets to Orpheus. Rilke was
concerned with speaking truth in a way that approached the philosopher’s—and since Heidegger
believed that poetry is more capable of getting at primal truth than philosophy is, Rilke was one
of the poets he valued (though placing him on a lower order than Hölderlin, the gushy and
demented Romantic!). I think that when he tries to make grand blanket statements about human
life and purpose, Rilke is less successful than when in his early poems he piercingly observes
nature—the caged panther, the clumsy walking swan—and finds the perfect images to cause the
reader to see things his way from this time forward. Edward Snow has a fine one-volume
translation of all the important German poems. (He also wrote in French, and his French poems
are ghastlier than I can possibly convey.)
Denise Rochelle used to come to the readings for our zine Willow Street, and when I was its
editor for a year in 2000, I published this poem of hers written to a friend with Alzheimer’s:
Traveller
I say your name and smile
Your blue eyes pause on mine
Kindred, agreeable
Then leave me behind
A face in a window
Seen from the evening train.
Again, again I speak, smile
Your gaze pauses, passes
Borne on currents
Deeper than I can dive.
When at last you touch my face
I whisper to your fingertips.
I don’t know
What to tell your eyes.

Last, I want to recommend (in addition to his better-known poems like “My Father’s Waltz,” “I
Knew a Woman” and “The Waking”) a series of poems by Theodore Roethke delving into his
childhood as the son of a German immigrant who operated a floral greenhouse. These simple
pieces have the texture and weight of thriving plant life, and the keen human desire to capture a
faded past. The poems in the order I found them in two Roethke collections are “Root Cellar,”
“Forcing House,” “Weed Puller,” “Moss-Gathering,” “Big Wind,” “Old Florist,” “Frau Bauman,

Frau Schmidt, and Frau Schwartze,” “Transplanting,” “Child on Top of a Greenhouse,” “Flower
Dump” and “Carnations.”

Otros: Too Many S’s to List
My father was a Spanish professor at the University of Illinois, and had formerly had his own
radio show in New York where he sang folk songs. He knew Carl Sandburg from the latter
context, and when Sandburg came through town (Urbana that is) to sing or read poetry, he used
to stay at our house. My feelings about him are hardly objective, but I love all his poems, and
even love his reading style, which I’ve heard used as an example of how not to read. The simple
irony, wry social comment, faith in humanity (I’m so glad he didn’t live to see this election year,
though he was well aware of, and devoted to taunting, charlatans) and sheer humor of poems like
“Happiness,” “Child of the Romans,” “Prayers of Steel,” “Cool Tombs” and “Grass” never get
old for me, and he also wrote deep love poems like “Broken-Face Gargoyles” and “For You.”
This poem by Percy Shelley reminds us that our ambitions and accomplishments are often as
ephemeral as our lives. (Ozymandias, though, is the Greek name for Ramses II, probably the
pharaoh of Exodus, so he and his works are indeed remembered annually at Passover!)
Ozymandias
I met a traveler from an antique land
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert … Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:
And on the pedestal these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
Otros contains several poems from Hal Sirowitz’ hilarious book Mother Said. His deadpan
delivery, at one of the shortlived Albuquerque Poetry Festivals, of these outrageous lectures by a
not untypical Jewish mother of a not abnormally offensive son, introduced me to his pithy,
overburdened perceptions—as if a much less cocky Woody Allen wrote poetry.
Another poet since gone on to some fame (in the realm of language poetry, alas) whom I met in
the ’90s, this time at the Taos Poetry Circus, is Abraham Smith, a lanky prairie prophet who also
won slams. We aren’t in touch, so I’m posting this old poem of his without his permission.
Abraham, if you mind, let me know and I’ll pull it. You can taste and smell the texture of these
words:
Cerro Gordo

The house is a house in his head.
A goose V haggling over wood. A dirt floor hatched in spring. Horse and cow taking breath.
He scratches his back. He stretches it. Nails go in, answered questions. The hammer swings
and the wood is snug.
Children are born between the walls. Their cries and squeezed fists do a lot to shape the rooms.
The walls are all bowed and the windows are sharp and blue.
The wife does not have much to say. She says with her hands. She says with hips. Words that
are Frieda, bread, Sam, Lloyd, Otto, dinner, Mary, Helen, milk, and Joe.
The youngest child grows quickly. He learns the fiddle. The older ones are all heavy. He plays
a tune and the family lifts its feet, dancing in a way.
Mother and Father are old at last or quickly. The sun is a bead of sweat. Calls you to change the
shirt. To prayers. Times when Father is at a loss for names.
Stones. Prayer stones chafed, new stones spiked in the church yard field. A stone where rode
the stomach. A cobble that will not stop the river.
The children drift like bits of sand. Cold forks and broken plates take on tight dust, break a bit
more. Town moans louder.
The house shadow stains the grass. Shade is first to poke the dirt, and say, “Look. To fall,
falling …” Wood planks in the walls take leave of each other and walk into a crouch on the
ground.
And so it is as it was, but a second home. A hawk sails, ploughs untilled fields. The mice riffle
through boards. Gray boards and gray bodies work like muscle and bone.
Roll over, work, and dream.
I keep rereading Gary Snyder’s first three books of poetry, Riprap (published with his
translations of Han Shan mentioned in The Dharma Bums), Myths and Texts and The Back
Country—later collections not so much: but I think the books have to be taken as whole
experiences: it’s hard to separate out individual poems. Therefore Otros only contains one tiny
poem called “Artemis,” which I’ve been reciting to myself, off and on, for almost fifty years.
How rare is it to find a song whose lyrics work as poems independently of the
music? Really rare. Otros has a sampling of five: Tim Buckley’s “Goodbye and Hello,”
Dylan’s “Gates of Eden,” Jim Morrison’s “The WASP (Texas Radio and the Big Beat),” Randy
Newman’s “In Germany Before the War” and Suzanne Vega’s “Small Blue Thing.” I haven’t
updated this section of Otros for awhile; if and when I do, I might add “Color Blind” by
Counting Crows.

Otros: Stewart, Stump, Swinburne
First, two friends met at long-gone Albuquerque readings. Jim Stewart now lives in Brooklyn,
but was one of the original participants in the EJ’s reading I’ve mentioned before on this blog—a
sassy, acerbic but funny performance poet, he concentrates on prose these days. I like this
wholly atypical poem of his best:
Yale Park at Dusk in November
crows and I have this in common:
we like these times
when the frozen air carries their voices
like an empty concert hall
with a silence underneath
that dulls the traffic noise all down Central
this same brittle gray sky
that sends them into shrieking ecstasy
makes me not mind so much
that they paint the concrete white and green
so I can’t walk without a nervous glance up
because around this time
a crow over the dry elm branches
isn’t really a bird, but the absence of a bird
a cookie cutter hole in the sky
where a bird would fit
and wherever that hole goes to
the sound comes out of
and if I looked into it long enough
it would look into me
The second friend is Aaron Stump, who leads a double life as an engineer, but continues to write
lean passionate poems steeped in American tradition. He came to me at another great defunct
reading, the Sunday open mic at Best Price Books & Coffee, hosted by Juliette Torrez and then
Kenn Rodriguez. This is one of my favorite poems of his so far:
Elemental Hands
The bleak earth
with hands made for you, you tilled the soil
till it came up—green beans better than roses
picked em one by one split between
myself and the bucket and
i ate them hot
with supper

and the Earth, then, was just the earth to me.
The riled swarm
with hands made for you, you robbed the hive
spinning those frames
cutting up the comb
with that hot knife
hot and sweet, in a hot, sweet and heavy summer
spitting wax like it was a big man’s chew
and the Day, then, was just a day to me.
The calm waters
with hands made for you, you cast the line
baiting my hooks
with fat worms and minding my casts
drinking water out of mason jars
our smiling catfish-strung Polaroid
yellowed into gold by sun and memory
and a fish, then, was just a fish to me.
The sharp day
when hands made for you came cold
shovels trembled
and the sun burned, that day, blackened
and the world, then, was so many days
I had known, and tasted, and breathed
the Earth took you and i could not speak
Death was a wailing machine—i could not understand
These days
these elements of your hands, in my hands
when each day is born
and still I learn, to do what i could not.
and the Days wash upon me as water.
and the Earth is put under my feet.
and in this element still, I mourn and wonder;
can I live, with hands made for me, so well?
Algernon Charles Swinburne. God help me, one of my very favorite poets. I was going to begin
this by lamenting that I couldn’t put the whole of his long poem “Anactoria” here, but actually,
why the hell not? You don’t have to read it, though I hope you do. It captures both the
attractions and the vices of this gifted master of the Decadence. You know and I know that
Sappho was probably only mildly bisexual, not a “Lesbian” in other than the geographical sense,
and Swinburne himself knew, I’m sure, that she wasn’t into sadomasochism and he was
projecting some of his own proclivities onto the ancient writer, but this Sappho’s desperate but
defiant love is not to be missed, nor her attack on the Christian God—a being who would’ve

been simply inconceivable to a real ancient Greek. You can also sample here Swinburne’s heady
prosodic gifts: even people who can’t stand him admit that he was an incomparable metrical
genius. If he slides over into pure meaningless sound at times, that only endears him to me
more. (You know that if you know my own poetry!) The critic Arnold Bennett said of
“Anactoria” that Swinburne played “a rare trick” on England “by enshrining in the topmost
heights of its poetry a lovely poem that cannot be discussed.”
Before that, however, I want to introduce you to the first Swinburne poem I ever encountered, a
chorus from his verse play Atalanta in Calydon which the Fugs put on their first album under the
title “Swinburne Stomp.” Read away—
Chorus from Atalanta in Calydon
Before the beginning of years
There came to the making of man
Time, with a gift of tears;
Grief, with a glass that ran;
Pleasure, with pain for leaven;
Summer, with flowers that fell;
Remembrance fallen from heaven,
And madness risen from hell;
Strength without hands to smite;
Love that endures for a breath:
Night, the shadow of light,
And life, the shadow of death.
And the high gods took in hand
Fire, and the falling of tears,
And a measure of sliding sand
From under the feet of the years;
And froth and drift of the sea;
And dust of the laboring earth;
And bodies of things to be
From the houses of death and of birth;
And wrought with weeping and laughter,
And fashioned with loathing and love
With life before and after
And death beneath and above,
For a day and a night and a morrow,
That his strength might endure for a span
With travail and heavy sorrow,
The holy spirit of man.
From the winds of the north and the south
They gathered as unto strife;
They breathed upon his mouth,
They filled his body with life;
Eyesight and speech they wrought

For the veils of the soul therein,
A time for labor and thought,
A time to serve and to sin;
They gave him light in his ways,
And love, and a space for delight,
And beauty and length of days,
And night, and sleep in the night.
His speech is a burning fire;
With his lips he travaileth;
In his heart is a blind desire,
In his eyes foreknowledge of death;
He weaves, and is clothed with derision;
Sows, and he shall not reap;
His life is a watch or a vision
Between a sleep and a sleep.

Anactoria
My life is bitter with thy love; thine eyes
Blind me, thy tresses burn me, thy sharp sighs
Divide my flesh and spirit with soft sound,
And my blood strengthens, and my veins abound.
I pray thee sigh not, speak not, draw not breath;
Let life burn down, and dream it is not death.
I would the sea had hidden us, the fire
(Wilt thou fear that, and fear not my desire?)
Severed the bones that bleach, the flesh that cleaves,
And let our sifted ashes drop like leaves.
I feel thy blood against my blood: my pain
Pains thee, and lips bruise lips, and vein stings vein.
Let fruit be crushed on fruit, let flower on flower,
Breast kindle breast, and either burn one hour.
Why wilt thou follow lesser loves? are thine
Too weak to bear these hands and lips of mine?
I charge thee for my life’s sake, O too sweet
To crush love with thy cruel faultless feet,
I charge thee keep thy lips from hers or his,
Sweetest, till theirs be sweeter than my kiss:
Lest I too lure, a swallow for a dove,
Erotion or Erinna to my love.
I would my love could kill thee; I am satiated
With seeing thee live, and fain would have thee dead.
I would earth had thy body as fruit to eat,
And no mouth but some serpent’s found thee sweet.
I would find grievous ways to have thee slain,

Intense device, and superflux of pain;
Vex thee with amorous agonies, and shake
Life at thy lips, and leave it there to ache;
Strain out thy soul with pangs too soft to kill,
Intolerable interludes, and infinite ill;
Relapse and reluctation of the breath,
Dumb tunes and shuddering semitones of death.
I am weary of all thy words and soft strange ways,
Of all love’s fiery nights and all his days,
And all the broken kisses salt as brine
That shuddering lips make moist with waterish wine,
And eyes the bluer for all those hidden hours
That pleasure fills with tears and feeds from flowers,
Fierce at the heart with fire that half comes through,
But all the flowerlike white stained round with blue;
The fervent underlid, and that above
Lifted with laughter or abashed with love;
Thine amorous girdle, full of thee and fair,
And leavings of the lilies in thine hair.
Yea, all sweet words of thine and all thy ways,
And all the fruit of nights and flower of days,
And stinging lips wherein the hot sweet brine
That Love was born of burns and foams like wine,
And eyes insatiable of amorous hours,
Fervent as fire and delicate as flowers,
Coloured like night at heart, but cloven through
Like night with flame, dyed round like night with blue,
Clothed with deep eyelids under and above—
Yea, all thy beauty sickens me with love;
Thy girdle empty of thee and now not fair,
And ruinous lilies in thy languid hair.
Ah, take no thought for Love’s sake; shall this be,
And she who loves thy lover not love thee?
Sweet soul, sweet mouth of all that laughs and lives,
Mine is she, very mine; and she forgives.
For I beheld in sleep the light that is
In her high place in Paphos, heard the kiss
Of body and soul that mix with eager tears
And laughter stinging through the eyes and ears;
Saw Love, as burning flame from crown to feet,
Imperishable, upon her storied seat;
Clear eyelids lifted toward the north and south,
A mind of many colours, and a mouth
Of many tunes and kisses; and she bowed,
With all her subtle face laughing aloud,
Bowed down upon me, saying, “Who doth thee wrong,

Sappho?” but thou—thy body is the song,
Thy mouth the music; thou art more than I,
Though my voice die not till the whole world die;
Though men that hear it madden; though love weep,
Though nature change, though shame be charmed to sleep.
Ah, wilt thou slay me lest I kiss thee dead?
Yet the queen laughed from her sweet heart and said:
“Even she that flies shall follow for thy sake,
And she shall give thee gifts that would not take,
Shall kiss that would not kiss thee” (yea, kiss me)
“When thou wouldst not”—when I would not kiss thee!
Ah, more to me than all men as thou art,
Shall not my songs assuage her at the heart?
Ah, sweet to me as life seems sweet to death,
Why should her wrath fill thee with fearful breath?
Nay, sweet, for is she God alone? hath she
Made earth and all the centuries of the sea,
Taught the sun ways to travel, woven most fine
The moonbeams, shed the starbeams forth as wine,
Bound with her myrtles, beaten with her rods,
The young men and the maidens and the gods?
Have we not lips to love with, eyes for tears,
And summer and flower of women and of years?
Stars for the foot of morning, and for noon
Sunlight, and exaltation of the moon;
Waters that answer waters, fields that wear
Lilies, and languor of the Lesbian air?
Beyond those flying feet of fluttered doves,
Are there not other gods for other loves?
Yea, though she scourge thee, sweetest, for my sake,
Blossom not thorns and flowers not blood should break.
Ah that my lips were tuneless lips, but pressed
To the bruised blossom of thy scourged white breast!
Ah that my mouth for Muses’ milk were fed
On the sweet blood thy sweet small wounds had bled!
That with my tongue I felt them, and could taste
The faint flakes from thy bosom to the waist!
That I could drink thy veins as wine, and eat
Thy breasts like honey! that from face to feet
Thy body were abolished and consumed,
And in my flesh thy very flesh entombed!
Ah, ah, thy beauty! like a beast it bites,
Stings like an adder, like an arrow smites.
Ah sweet, and sweet again, and seven times sweet,
The paces and the pauses of thy feet!
Ah sweeter than all sleep or summer air

The fallen fillets fragrant from thine hair!
Yea, though their alien kisses do me wrong,
Sweeter thy lips than mine with all their song;
Thy shoulders whiter than a fleece of white,
And flower-sweet fingers, good to bruise or bite
As honeycomb of the inmost honey-cells,
With almond-shaped and roseleaf-coloured shells
And blood like purple blossom at the tips
Quivering; and pain made perfect in thy lips
For my sake when I hurt thee; O that I
Durst crush thee out of life with love, and die,
Die of thy pain and my delight, and be
Mixed with thy blood and molten into thee!
Would I not plague thee dying overmuch?
Would I not hurt thee perfectly? not touch
Thy pores of sense with torture, and make bright
Thine eyes with bloodlike tears and grievous light?
Strike pang from pang as note is struck from note,
Catch the sob’s middle music in thy throat,
Take thy limbs living, and new-mould with these
A lyre of many faultless agonies?
Feed thee with fever and famine and fine drouth,
With perfect pangs convulse thy perfect mouth,
Make thy life shudder in thee and burn afresh,
And wring thy very spirit through the flesh?
Cruel? but love makes all that love him well
As wise as heaven and crueller than hell.
Me hath love made more bitter toward thee
Than death toward man; but were I made as he
Who hath made all things to break them one by one,
If my feet trod upon the stars and sun
And souls of men as his have alway trod,
God knows I might be crueller than God.
For who shall change with prayers or thanksgivings
The mystery of the cruelty of things?
Or say what God above all gods and years
With offering and blood-sacrifice of tears,
With lamentation from strange lands, from graves
Where the snake pastures, from scarred mouths of slaves,
From prison, and from plunging prows of ships
Through flamelike foam of the sea’s closing lips—
With thwartings of strange signs, and wind-blown hair
Of comets, desolating the dim air,
When darkness is made fast with seals and bars,
And fierce reluctance of disastrous stars,
Eclipse, and sound of shaken hills, and wings

Darkening, and blind inexpiable things—
With sorrow of labouring moons, and altering light
And travail of the planets of the night,
And weeping of the weary Pleiads seven,
Feeds the mute melancholy lust of heaven?
Is not his incense bitterness, his meat
Murder? his hidden face and iron feet
Hath not man known, and felt them on their way
Threaten and trample all things and every day?
Hath he not sent us hunger? who hath cursed
Spirit and flesh with longing? filled with thirst
Their lips who cried unto him? who bade exceed
The fervid will, fall short the feeble deed,
Bade sink the spirit and the flesh aspire,
Pain animate the dust of dead desire,
And life yield up her flower to violent fate?
Him would I reach, him smite, him desecrate,
Pierce the cold lips of God with human breath,
And mix his immortality with death.
Why hath he made us? what had all we done
That we should live and loathe the sterile sun,
And with the moon wax paler as she wanes,
And pulse by pulse feel time grow through our veins?
Thee too the years shall cover; thou shalt be
As the rose born of one same blood with thee,
As a song sung, as a word said, and fall
Flower-wise, and be not any more at all,
Nor any memory of thee anywhere;
For never Muse has bound above thine hair
The high Pierian flower whose graft outgrows
All summer kinship of the mortal rose
And colour of deciduous days, nor shed
Reflex and flush of heaven about thine head,
Nor reddened brows made pale by floral grief
With splendid shadow from that lordlier leaf.
Yea, thou shalt be forgotten like spilt wine,
Except these kisses of my lips on thine
Brand them with immortality; but me—
Men shall not see bright fire nor hear the sea,
Nor mix their hearts with music, nor behold
Cast forth of heaven, with feet of awful gold
And plumeless wings that make the bright air blind,
Lightning, with thunder for a hound behind
Hunting through fields unfurrowed and unsown,
But in the light and laughter, in the moan
And music, and in grasp of lip and hand

And shudder of water that makes felt on land
The immeasurable tremor of all the sea,
Memories shall mix and metaphors of me.
Like me shall be the shuddering calm of night,
When all the winds of the world for pure delight
Close lips that quiver and fold up wings that ache;
When nightingales are louder for love’s sake,
And leaves tremble like lute-strings or like fire;
Like me the one star swooning with desire
Even at the cold lips of the sleepless moon,
As I at thine; like me the waste white noon,
Burnt through with barren sunlight; and like me
The land-stream and the tide-stream in the sea.
I am sick with time as these with ebb and flow,
And by the yearning in my veins I know
The yearning sound of waters; and mine eyes
Burn as that beamless fire which fills the skies
With troubled stars and travailing things of flame;
And in my heart the grief consuming them
Labours, and in my veins the thirst of these,
And all the summer travail of the trees
And all the winter sickness; and the earth,
Filled full with deadly works of death and birth,
Sore spent with hungry lusts of birth and death,
Has pain like mine in her divided breath;
Her spring of leaves is barren, and her fruit
Ashes; her boughs are burdened, and her root
Fibrous and gnarled with poison; underneath
Serpents have gnawn it through with tortuous teeth
Made sharp upon the bones of all the dead,
And wild birds rend her branches overhead.
These, woven as raiment for his word and thought,
These hath God made, and me as these, and wrought
Song, and hath lit it at my lips; and me
Earth shall not gather though she feed on thee.
As a shed tear shalt thou be shed; but I—
Lo, earth may labour, men live long and die,
Years change and stars, and the high God devise
New things, and old things wane before his eyes
Who wields and wrecks them, being more strong than they—
But, having made me, me he shall not slay.
Nor slay nor satiate, like those herds of his
Who laugh and live a little, and their kiss
Contents them, and their loves are swift and sweet,
And sure death grasps and gains them with slow feet,
Love they or hate they, strive or bow their knees—

And all these end; he hath his will of these.
Yea, but albeit he slay me, hating me—
Albeit he hide me in the deep dear sea
And cover me with cool wan foam, and ease
This soul of mine as any soul of these,
And give me water and great sweet waves, and make
The very sea’s name lordlier for my sake,
The whole sea sweeter—albeit I die indeed
And hide myself and sleep and no man heed,
Of me the high God hath not all his will.
Blossom of branches, and on each high hill
Clear air and wind, and under in clamorous vales
Fierce noises of the fiery nightingales,
Buds burning in the sudden spring like fire,
The wan washed sand and the waves’ vain desire,
Sails seen like blown white flowers at sea, and words
That bring tears swiftest, and long notes of birds
Violently singing till the whole world sings—
I Sappho shall be one with all these things,
With all high things for ever; and my face
Seen once, my songs once heard in a strange place,
Cleave to men’s lives, and waste the days thereof
With gladness and much sadness and long love.
Yea, they shall say, earth’s womb has borne in vain
New things, and never this best thing again;
Borne days and men, borne fruits and wars and wine,
Seasons and songs, but no song more like mine.
And they shall know me as ye who have known me here,
Last year when I loved Atthis, and this year
When I love thee; and they shall praise me, and say
“She hath all time as all we have our day,
Shall she not live and have her will”—even I?
Yea, though thou diest, I say I shall not die.
For these shall give me of their souls, shall give
Life, and the days and loves wherewith I live,
Shall quicken me with loving, fill with breath,
Save me and serve me, strive for me with death.
Alas, that neither moon nor snow nor dew
Nor all cold things can purge me wholly through,
Assuage me nor allay me nor appease,
Till supreme sleep shall bring me bloodless ease;
Till time wax faint in all his periods;
Till fate undo the bondage of the gods,
And lay, to slake and satiate me all through,
Lotus and Lethe on my lips like dew,
And shed around and over and under me

Thick darkness and the insuperable sea.

Otros: Thomas, Waller, Whitman
Dylan Thomas has to be read aloud. I’ve been campaigning on the platform that all poetry ought
to be read aloud, but Thomas in particular operated at the gentle borderline between meaning and
music, crossing it so frequently and systematically that the two are inextricable. He needs to
be heard to be understood. In his earlier poems, where the meaning is more personal and
remote, the music doesn’t really yield much cognitive sense. Of course you can read them as
“language poetry,” but that label to me represents a failure of poetry, not an achievement.
Thomas eventually discovered a way to root his lyric invention in lived sensory depth. This is
done through the authority of narration. You believe him when he says things are happening,
though what those things are will always at least partly puzzle you. But people who’ve heard
Thomas’ rich dramatic voice will testify to his ability to wake printed words from sleep and
make them squirm and live: not just his own words either, for he had a broad, discerning
knowledge of modern poetry. As a twentysomething, I sat at a long table in the UNM Listening
Library with headphones on and Thomas’ tipsy boom sweeping through my ears. An old friend,
Bill Murphy, was a Thomas nut, and first turned me on to the poem which is still my favorite,
and the only one in Otros, “A Winter’s Tale.” I also like “Vision and Prayer,” “Fern Hill,”
“Lament” … most of the second half of his slim book. Listen to Thomas say “A Winter’s Tale,”
or read it aloud to yourself, and don’t try to extract a prose story from the snowfall-whirling
words. Though the words are often plain and blunt, what actually happens? A man seems to run
outdoors and die of exposure, but he is chasing a “she bird” who somehow comes to life in his
house and has the power to resurrect ancient sights and sounds in the landscape. The suicidal,
delusional journey is presented as a kind of mystical union with an eternal bride. Huh? Well,
did you forget this was poetry? The lesson is in the telling. Hear it and accept.
I mentioned Pound’s “Envoi (1919),” which refers to Lawes’ musical setting of this poem by
Edmund Waller, a seventeenth-century English poet. I admire the original too.
Song
Go, lovely rose!
Tell her that wastes her time and me
That now she knows,
When I resemble her to thee,
How sweet and fair she seems to be.
Tell her that’s young,
And shuns to have her graces spied,
That hadst thou sprung
In deserts, where no men abide,
Thou must have uncommended died.
Small is the worth
Of beauty from the light retired;
Bid her come forth,
Suffer herself to be desired,

And blush not so to be admired.
Then die! that she
The common fate of all things rare
May read in thee;
How small a part of time they share
That are so wondrous sweet and fair!

And then there is Walt Whitman. What can I say? I came to him well into my middle age. He
was “somewhere waiting for me.” Patiently. All the years I wasn’t interested and didn’t have
time for him. It was like finding a treasure under a floorboard in my living room. I’d lugged
around my parents’ copy of Leaves of Grass—a nineteenth-century printing—all my life, but
hardly opened it till the eve of the new millenium. Stephen Mitchell’s redaction of “Song of
Myself” (in my old book its title is “Walt Whitman”) helped me find my way into this elderly
and young spew of insights and declarations. It’s really not to be missed, but you may have to
wait, as I did, till you’ve lived some life before it can charm its way inside you. In the meantime,
as with most of Whitman’s great works, it will remain fresh and still, waiting.
Besides “Song of Myself” I also have Whitman’s lofty elegy for Lincoln, “Where Lilacs Last in
the Door-Yard Bloomed,” his bitter denunciation of postwar America “Respondez!,” and
“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” in which he actually addresses us, the people of his future. After
your indulgence last time, letting me inflict the whole of “Anactoria” on you, I don’t want to fill
up this entry with these long poems, especially the book-length “Song of Myself.” Here is a
shorter one that breathes essential Whitman to me.

There Was a Child Went Forth
There was a child went forth every day,
And the first object he look’d upon, that object he became,
And that object became part of him for the day or a certain part of the day,
Or for many years or stretching cycles of years.
The early lilacs became part of this child,
And grass and white and red morning-glories, and white and red clover, and the song of the
phœbe-bird,
And the Third-month lambs and the sow’s pink-faint litter, and the mare’s foal and the cow’s
calf,
And the noisy brood of the barnyard or by the mire of the pond-side,
And the fish suspending themselves so curiously below there, and the beautiful curious liquid,
And the water-plants with their graceful flat heads, all became part of him.
The field-sprouts of Fourth-month and Fifth-month became part of him,
Winter-grain sprouts and those of the light-yellow corn, and the esculent roots of the garden,
And the apple-trees cover’d with blossoms and the fruit afterward, and wood-berries, and the
commonest weeds by the road,

And the old drunkard staggering home from the outhouse of the tavern whence he had lately
risen,
And the schoolmistress that pass’d on her way to the school,
And the friendly boys that pass’d, and the quarrelsome boys,
And the tidy and fresh-cheek’d girls, and the barefoot Negro boy and girl,
And all the changes of city and country wherever he went.
His own parents, he that had father’d him and she that had conceiv’d him in her womb and
birth’d him,
They gave this child more of themselves than that,
They gave him afterward every day, they became part of him.
The mother at home quietly placing the dishes on the supper-table,
The mother with mild words, clean her cap and gown, a wholesome odor falling off her person
and clothes as she walks by,
The father, strong, self-sufficient, manly, mean, anger’d, unjust,
The blow, the quick loud word, the tight bargain, the crafty lure,
The family usages, the language, the company, the furniture, the yearning and swelling heart,
Affection that will not be gainsay’d, the sense of what is real, the thought if after all it should
prove unreal,
The doubts of day-time and the doubts of night-time, the curious whether and how,
Whether that which appears so is so, or is it all flashes and specks?
Men and women crowding fast in the streets, if they are not flashes and specks what are they?
The streets themselves and the façades of houses, and goods in the windows,
Vehicles, teams, the heavy-plank’d wharves, the huge crossing at the ferries,
The village of the highland seen from afar at sunset, the river between,
Shadows, aureola and mist, the light falling on roofs and gables of white or brown two miles off,
The schooner near by sleepily dropping down the tide, the little boat slack-tow’d astern,
The hurrying tumbling waves, quick-broken crests, slapping,
The strata of color’d clouds, the long bar of maroon-tint away solitary by itself, the spread of
purity it lies motionless in,
The horizon’s edge, the flying sea-crow, the fragrance of salt marsh and shore mud,
These became part of that child who went forth every day, and who now goes, and will always
go forth every day.

Otros: Wilbur and Williams
Richard Wilbur may be our best living poet. He’s been a presence in my life since 1970, when
an ex-priest I met in Ann Arbor, Michigan told me the story of his struggles to produce a
master’s thesis on Wilbur, painstakingly amassing evidence that Wilbur was a Christian, but only
after the thesis had been accepted coming upon the interview where Wilbur had said “I am a
Christian.” The facility and clarity of his language, his mastery of both free verse and rhyme, his
sure grasp of philosophical issues (not always to be taken for granted in a poet), his sense of
humor and the constant beauty of his imagery were impressive to me and my friends, and when I
progressed from Catholic friends to fellow philosophy majors I discovered that Wilbur was often
the poet of choice among these as well. An evening at the Taos Aesthetics Institute sometime in
the ’80s stands out, when Tom Alexander, Bill Kerr and I got a copy of the great
collection Things of This World from the Taos public library and read it aloud to one another
over beer. Throughout my intellectual and aesthetic wanderings since, Wilbur’s poems have
been a source of delight, pathos and serene reflection.
The title piece from that collection, “Love Calls Us to the Things of This World,” is in Otros,
with the comic poems “Shame,” “A Voice from Under the Table” and “Digging for China”
(Wilbur also has a gift for light verse and has published highly entertaining—and silly—books
for children), the warm nature and love poems “Fall in Corrales” and “Apology,” a different kind
of love poem to his daughter, “The Writer,” and a recent poem recounting a heartbreaking
incident when Wilbur was called upon to “exemplify the published poet” to a young and suicidal
Sylvia Plath: “Cottage Street, 1953.”
A single poem in my file, “The Coming of Palomides,” represents Charles Williams’ marvelous
Arthurian cycle of poems. These poems are beautiful but also extremely difficult, and contain as
much of Williams’ “romantic theology” as his more accessible novels. The Arthur story stands
at the cusp of Christianity and paganism, and Williams’ version is firmly on the Christian side,
but with a sympathetic understanding and appreciation of the pagan elements as well. These
poems can be found in two collections, Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer
Stars, but Williams’ friend C.S. Lewis also published his own incisive and wildly helpful
commentary on the poems, with Williams’ incomplete essay on Arthur, in a book
called Arthurian Torso. I see from a quick search of Amazon that it is still possible to purchase
all three of these books in one volume—expensive but quite worth it!

Otros: Wilson & Wordsworth
My friend Lee Wilson was such a natural poet that I was sometimes glad he wrote poetry so
seldom, because confronted with a greater volume of his poems, I might’ve given up writing in
despair. As it is, when he died in 2004 he left a wonderful body of paintings (scattered to the
four winds), an unfinished novel about his time in the mental hospital and its aftermath, and a
thin sheaf of poems. (He tricked me into returning my collection of short stories to him for
editing, and promptly destroyed them.) Both Lisa Gill and I have claimed copyright to the
poems (together, not exclusively), for purposes of getting them out there, not fencing them off,
and Adam Rubinstein ran off a few copies of a softcover collection in 2007. I don’t know what
its status is now, or whether it is still possible to acquire it. Meanwhile I want to put some of my
favorite poems of Lee’s here, not all the ones in Otros, but the characteristic and poetically
outstanding ones.
Unicycle
Lightning strobes dark rows between the corn and
rain fogs my lenses so I can’t see the dark clearly.
I feel each wet slap of the corn leaves and
you laugh at me from the helicopter
saying I can’t see the forest for the trees
but I say God is in the details
et tu Brute?
And a fist of corn gashes my eyebrow
but I pedal faster for there are many rows
and the night is long.
One two slap slap
corn whips me
I pedal against the grain
the hard cobs that slap me simple.
Out there on the turnpike
did you expect one yellow light,
a refrigerator streamlined for tornadoes,
a man in overalls pacing worn linoleum
or did you say I bet he’s riding his unicycle
thru the cornfield.
But I go faster not to think
and I take milk from a tube, from a pack,
on my back.
I’m here in my everest not to think
of the gleaming things
and the rusting things
and the creaking floors
and the humming motors
and the spectral linen on the wire
and the vinegar smell from the cellar

where the dark recalls to me
the wet slap of the bent swords of corn.
the other side of the world
I can’t tell them
how when I was six
it was hard to get under my desk
without clonking my head
during ‘duck and cover’ drills.
Farther than Martians
the fogbreathing Russians
circled the world with
a dog in a can.
We might be martyrs
said Sister Marie.
Burnt to a crisp before you can blink
said Dad
and I can’t tell them
that he laughed.
They still plow with horses
he said.
And I can’t tell them
of an awkward pause
in our asphalt games
waiting first for the nose
then the belly
of a B52.
I can’t tell them
how eggbeaters became machineguns
how jars of dust became grenades
how nuns described our maybe torture
how the magazines were warm with cleavage
and next page a row of morons
in the snow, in the mud, in the clearing,
the white and black of black and white
from Hammerland
from Democratic Snowbear Land,
long blocks getting smaller
toward the trees, burnt in the eye of
the mind like staring too long at
germs on a slide and I can’t tell them
how I practised hunger
how I practised cold
and was ready to kill
when I was six.

I try to forget
but if I won’t
then I kon’t.
I Want
for her, good planets
where pears are yellow
and apples are red,
with sky at the top,
house in the middle,
bolts from pretty suns
that dad stands under
tie blown out by wind
in town’s grid turned green
I want like she wants
to walk dappled paths
in orchards’ lace weave
and to sleep in nests,
before, tall on lines
between sky and land,
we lust for dark oceans
Flapper With Hoop
They found a grey wall
and powdered her down;
they gave her a hoop.
One calf to the floor
one knee to her chin
hands at width of rim.
To be calm naked
or be somewhere else
she thought of Greek girls
black glazed and sideways
walking on a vase,
describing circles,
hoops around hard sky;
one of them falling
breaks the orange clay
finding wine inside.
spotless

peeled by men
who find spots
to pass time
potatoes
in mess halls
are spotless
The Wonderful Day
Archie’s not likely to pierce his nose
he laughs
and flamingoes skitter
not to be petted
on a long lawn under palms
in the comics they’re blue
and don’t move
these shadows
that fleck us like dogs
and patch us onto paths in Eden
salsa from the veranda
what’s a veranda?
is a march
Veronica’s hips obey
we wave our bubble wands
she bursts in soap and lilac oil
Archie’s not likely to get tattooed
logos are for business he says
we buried our rubber tomahawks
after the fight over Betty
in the years before Business Ad.
pink house pink sunset
congas calling up the moon
kids necking by the limo
whole jars of blue
for shadows pointing east
Archie’s flat smile
flashing before each olive
wonder what it’s like
with no canines
a mashing bar

no dogs howl in Archie’s night
gallons of yellow for the lamps
projecting hourglass Betty
on upstairs window shades
don’t ask Archie what he dreams
there are no symbols says Archie
each number is a dollar
each dollar is an object
I tell him he’s drunk
and he strokes my face with a bill
Archie and I bought these panels
we’re locked in
where not much happens
I’ll write a letter
if I can remember
Kikibear the Cat
Kikibear’s color
is café au lait
with orange squeezed in
Kikibear’s voice
is nasal
like mine
Kikibear’s breath
is a cavendish
of tuna and bones
Kikibear is the pharaoh
it is written it is law
so he marks my laundry
and my walls
Kikibear is a complete thought
with teeth
[Two Men Dying]
Stand here playing an air
guitar for a while, and composing
as much as I’m not hearing,
before the two of us

may seem slender pink birds that this morning
is framing over green, and this
a spring trailing behind our tropical yearnings
with hours somehow less bright, less green,
with hours in which the seconds froth
above our expanding moment and across the sky
in its brightness, until we are almost aware
we are passing.
[Lee left this poem untitled. The speaker is one of a pair of gay men, both dying of AIDS, who
lived in Lee’s neighborhood. This is also the poem I mentioned in a previous post, created by
making a Mad Lib out of an Ashbery poem.]
The Fish
are down there all the time
and they never get any towels or blankets
and their mothers don’t twist their ears
to make the water come out
and they never get any french fries
This entry is already long, but next in alphabetical order is the poem that has been my favorite
poem since 1970, when I read it first: William Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey.” I would be hard
put to it to say what makes it my favorite—I’m not much of a nature worshipper, nor given to
mystical intuitions of a single Spirit moving through all things; I like the poem’s scaffolding of
blank verse but not being confined to the line, instead taking its rhythm from the natural way of
reading the poem aloud, had it been prose; but really, talking about why I like it is like trying to
answer why one loves one’s romantic partner: if one can say why, the love is probably evolving
into some safer and tamer emotion. When I was receiving daily radiation treatments for prostate
cancer in 2009—about the farthest distance I could be from the “recollections in tranquility”
Wordsworth’s poem describes—I used to say it to myself. This poem has been, more than the
rare experiences of nature available to my mainly urban life, “the nurse, the guide, the guardian
of my heart, and soul of all my moral being.”
Lines composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey on revisiting the banks of the Wye
during a tour. July 13, 1798
Five years have passed; five summers, with the length
Of five long winters! and again I hear
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs
With a soft inland murmur. Once again
Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs,
That on a wild secluded scene impress
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect
The landscape with the quiet of the sky.
The day is come when I again repose

Here, under this dark sycamore, and view
These plots of cottage ground, these orchard tufts,
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits,
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves
’Mid groves and copses. Once again I see
These hedgerows, hardly hedgerows, little lines
Of sportive wood run wild; these pastoral farms,
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees!
With some uncertain notice, as might seem
Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,
Or of some Hermit’s cave, where by his fire
The Hermit sits alone.
These beauteous forms,
Through a long absence, have not been to me
As is a landscape to a blind man’s eye;
But oft, in lonely rooms, and ’mid the din
Of towns and cities, I have owed to them,
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,
Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart;
And passing even into my purer mind,
With tranquil restoration—feelings too
Of unremembered pleasure; such, perhaps,
As have no slight or trivial influence
On that best portion of a good man’s life,
His little, nameless, unremembered, acts
Of kindness and of love. Nor less, I trust,
To them I may have owed another gift,
Of aspect more sublime; that blessed mood,
In which the burthen of the mystery,
In which the heavy and the weary weight
Of all this unintelligible world,
Is lightened—that serene and blessed mood,
In which the affections gently lead us on—
Until, the breath of this corporeal frame
And even the motion of our human blood
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep
In body, and become a living soul;
While with an eye made quiet by the power
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,
We see into the life of things.
If this
Be but a vain belief, yet, oh! how oft—
In darkness and amid the many shapes

Of joyless daylight; when the fretful stir
Unprofitable, and the fever of the world,
Have hung upon the beatings of my heart—
How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee,
O sylvan Wye! thou wanderer through the woods,
How often has my spirit turned to thee!
And now, with gleams of half-extinguished thought,
With many recognitions dim and faint,
And somewhat of a sad perplexity,
The picture of the mind revives again;
While here I stand, not only with the sense
Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts
That in this moment there is life and food
For future years. And so I dare to hope,
Though changed, no doubt, from what I was when first
I came among these hills; when like a roe
I bounded o’er the mountains, by the sides
Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams,
Wherever nature led—more like a man
Flying from something that he dreads than one
Who sought the thing he loved. For nature then
(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days,
And their glad animal movements all gone by)
To me was all in all.—I cannot paint
What then I was. The sounding cataract
Haunted me like a passion; the tall rock,
The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood,
Their colors and their forms, were then to me
An appetite; a feeling and a love,
That had no need of a remoter charm,
By thought supplied, nor any interest
Unborrowed from the eye.—That time is past,
And all its aching joys are now no more,
And all its dizzy raptures. Not for this
Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe,
Abundant recompense. For I have learned
To look on nature, not as in the hour
Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes
The still, sad music of humanity,
Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power
To chasten and subdue. And I have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime
Of something far more deeply interfused,

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:
A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still
A lover of the meadows and the woods,
And mountains; and of all that we behold
From this green earth; of all the mighty world
Of eye, and ear—both what they half create,
And what perceive; well pleased to recognize
In nature and the language of the sense
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul
Of all my moral being.
Nor perchance,
If I were not thus taught, should I the more
Suffer my genial spirits to decay:
For thou art with me here upon the banks
Of this fair river; thou my dearest Friend,
My dear, dear Friend; and in thy voice I catch
The language of my former heart, and read
My former pleasures in the shooting lights
Of thy wild eyes. Oh! yet a little while
May I behold in thee what I was once,
My dear, dear Sister! and this prayer I make,
Knowing that Nature never did betray
The heart that loved her; ’tis her privilege,
Through all the years of this our life, to lead
From joy to joy: for she can so inform
The mind that is within us, so impress
With quietness and beauty, and so feed
With lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues,
Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men,
Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all
The dreary intercourse of daily life,
Shall e’er prevail against us, or disturb
Our cheerful faith, that all which we behold
Is full of blessings. Therefore let the moon
Shine on thee in thy solitary walk;
And let the misty mountain winds be free
To blow against thee: and, in after years,
When these wild ecstasies shall be matured
Into a sober pleasure; when thy mind
Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms,

Thy memory be as a dwelling place
For all sweet sounds and harmonies; oh! then,
If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief
Should be thy portion, with what healing thoughts
Of tender joy wilt thou remember me,
And these my exhortations! Nor, perchance—
If I should be where I no more can hear
Thy voice, nor catch from thy wild eyes these gleams
Of past existence—wilt thou then forget
That on the banks of this delightful stream
We stood together; and that I, so long
A worshiper of Nature, hither came
Unwearied in that service; rather say
With warmer love—oh! with far deeper zeal
Of holier love. Nor wilt thou then forget,
That after many wanderings, many years
Of absence, these steep woods and lofty cliffs,
And this green pastoral landscape, were to me
More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake!

Otros: Wright & Wyatt
After my favorite poem, my favorite poet. James Wright is someone who always sends me back
to the sources of my own gift and helps me come away replenished. I don’t imitate him exactly,
but in his poems—both the successes and the failures, I should note—I find the pattern for the
kind of poetry I wish I could write, and sometimes manage to. He came to me late in life,
perhaps ten years ago or so. My partner Sari had his complete poems, Above the River, and I
picked it up. Ze’d been assigned it for a class, but the class hadn’t got around to it, so Sari knew
as little about it as I. If you don’t know James Wright, I hope you’ll track him down and read
him (a good Selected Poems was made available recently by his widow and his friend Robert
Bly), because I’ll be pretty inept at giving you an idea of him. He hailed from southern Ohio and
his poetry is always overshadowed by the hollow, despairing industrial Midwest: but in the lives
of its most pathetic citizens he found material for celebration of a kind, first by means of a tight
iambic line and frequently rhyme; later in free verse satisfied to be fleeting and odd, called
surreal by some, but it’s not quite that, it’s letting the English language bear burdens and take
flights it could never have accomplished in prose. When in later life he began to write prose
(and insisted that it was just prose, not prose-poetry), it was somehow as free and penetrating, as
image-riddled, as his poems: as if his poetic career had given him the key to pick the lock of
prose and set it free. By this time he’d met his second wife, who helped him moderate his
lifelong alcoholism and begin to rise out of lifelong depression, and had also discovered southern
Europe, especially Italy, and begun to let his writing live and grow strong in sunlight. But there
was also a lifelong smoking habit. He developed inoperable throat cancer and died in 1980 after
completing his final collection, This Journey. I reread both the selected and complete poems
constantly, so haven’t needed to include more than a handful of essential ones in Otros. Make
sure. when you introduce yourself to him, that you at least read these:

Sitting in a Small Screenhouse on a Summer Morning
A Note Left in Jimmy Leonard’s Shack
At the Executed Murderer’s Grave
Saint Judas
Lying in a Hammock at William Duffy’s Farm in Pine Island, Minnesota
Stages on a Journey Westward
From a Bus Window in Central Ohio, Just Before a Thunder Shower
Arriving in the Country Again
A Blessing

In Response to a Rumor That the Oldest Whorehouse in Wheeling, West Virginia, Has
Been Condemned
Hook
A Winter Daybreak Above Vence

Finally today, the earliest poem in my file, Sir Thomas Wyatt’s bitter outcry at losing the
company of Anne Boleyn, who had gone on to seek lovers in more stellar circles (in another
poem she is depicted as a deer with Touch Me Not, For Caesar’s I Am written on her
body). Despite a few archaic words, or words archaically used, the feelings, both sorrowful and
resentful, are clearly portrayed.

They Flee from Me
They flee from me, that sometime did me seek,
With naked foot stalking in my chamber.
I have seen them, gentle, tame, and meek,
That now are wild, and do not remember
That sometime they put themselves in danger
To take bread at my hand; and now they range,
Busily seeking with a continual change.
Thanked be Fortune it hath been otherwise,
Twenty times better; but once in special,
In thin array, after a pleasant guise,
When her loose gown from her shoulders did fall,
And she me caught in her arms long and small,
And therewith all sweetly did me kiss
And softly said, “Dear heart, how like you this?”
It was no dream, I lay broad waking.
But all is turned, thorough my gentleness,
Into a strange fashion of forsaking;
And I have leave to go, of her goodness,
And she also to use newfangleness.
But since that I so kindely am served,
I fain would know what she hath deserved.

Otros: Yeats & closing remarks
Yeah, I said James Wright was my favorite poet, but if you asked me who the best twentiethcentury poet was, I’d name one who began in the nineteenth: William Butler Yeats. Why would
I call him best? Because he was the master, in the same sense that the painters called Old
Masters were masters: they underwent training, trained others, and to show the extent of their
mastery, produced masterworks. There was a country, and a language, in which till very recent
times poets underwent rigid formal schooling and testing of this kind: Ireland and the Irish
language. Yeats, like Joyce, was expert in English poetry, and infused his best work with a
magic that (by all accounts) had evaporated from traditional Bardic poetry for centuries, leaving
only an academic husk: but in these days when most poetry that gets published is feeble, watery,
self-regarding pap, the power and grace of Yeats, in a language most of his countrymen
identified with their alien oppressor, still rise tall. So does his humor, broad, pointed and
scornful as Swift’s or Donleavy’s or Joyce’s: but theirs is essentially prose humor. Yeats wrote
everything, even his often rather misguided prose, in the service of poetry, and placed his own
master-poems at a height still hard to approach. This was intentional, and immodestly claimed:
he famously boasted of being the best poet writing in English, or said as much, when Swinburne
died: “Now I am king of the cats.”
Admitting that claim is not to say that he wasn’t an uneven poet, often embarking on paths of
experimentation or obsession that turned out to be blind alleys: but true poetry poured out of
him at such a rate that he could afford as many bad poems as he liked. From the beginning when
he led the wispy neo-Romantics of the Celtic Renaissance, to the end when he confessed his
poetry belonged, and always had, in “the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart,” he stuck close to a
standard of great poetry that his best poems always upheld.
Not all of his best poems are in Otros, and as usual I tend to like things, sometimes, which aren’t
his best for quirky reasons of my own, but I don’t think my choices will be particularly
surprising: any good anthology is likely to have most of them. “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” is a
signature early poem with a beguiling vision of peace as simple as it is intense. “When You Are
Old” is a sentimental love poem, but touched by the terror of the Old Gods of whom Love is one
of the most formidable. In “Who Goes with Fergus?,” “The Man who Dreamed of Faeryland”
and “The Song of Wandering Aengus,” Yeats uses Celtic myth to express, in singularly beautiful
words, inexpressible longings. “He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” is a poignant wince of
unrequited (or indifferently-requited) love. “Easter 1916” raises the Irish independence
movement to the status of myth through a tough, eyes-open eulogy of four of its martyrs. I’ve
seen “The Second Coming” quoted several times to knell the rise of Donald Trump: a nearly
hundred-year-old poem is still the best we can do to communicate the nature and monstrousness
of social disaster. “Leda and the Swan” is not, as some feminists paint it, a glorification of rape,
but a compassionate portrait of human helplessness in the face of inexorable fate. In “Among
School Children” Yeats takes his place among “public, smiling, sixty-year-old” men who haven’t
learned the lesson that passion is ever to be avoided. “For Anne Gregory” makes the same point
about the inevitable triviality of attraction. “Byzantium” is the poem I added most recently, and
I’m not sure I understand it, except that it seems to exalt and pity the human power to create at
the same time. Finally, “Crazy Jane Talks with the Bishop” shows that an old person’s humility
and pride are both so appropriate as to be almost the same thing.

… So ends this tour of my file of other people’s poetry. I’ve left out poets I know whose
permission to post their work I didn’t think I’d get, and at least one poet whose work has to be
read as a whole and whom it would be misleading to excerpt: Marge Piercy. I’ve written
elsewhere that Piercy’s voice was the one that struck me as most like my own when I first read
her, though her focus dwells on the political to the same degree that mine flees from it. Other
poets acknowledged as great are people I just don’t get: Moore, Lowell, Berryman … well,
Milton for that matter. I want people to be readers of poetry enough to pick their own favorites
and not be limited to mine.
I don’t know where my half of this blog is going in the future (don’t know how much future is
left to me, frankly), but meanwhile, I hope I’ve suggested some fruitful directions your reading
might take and/or introduced you to some poets worth knowing.

APPENDIX: THE WRECK OF THE DEUTSCHLAND
Back when I was leading you through Otros, my collection of other people’s poems, I balked at saying
anything about Hopkins’ “The Wreck of the Deutschland,” but promised that I’d try later. Later is now.
I’ve never done this “close reading” kind of thing before, so bear with me if I do it poorly. I’ll be relying
on, and quoting from, the notes to the Fourth Edition of Hopkins’ Poems, edited by W.H. Gardner and
N.H. MacKenzie, which incorporates notes from earlier editions edited by Robert Bridges and Charles
Williams. Otherwise this will record my own reactions to the poem. I am not a Hopkins scholar or any
kind of expert, only a lover of his verse, and this poem most of all. I’ve had it by heart since the 1970s
when I first read it.
My relationship with it is somewhat bittersweet, since when I first encountered it I was a committed
Christian, and I long ago renounced Christianity and most of what it stands for. “Wreck” is one of the
strongest statements of Catholic Christianity I know, and to read or recite it is always to place myself
back into a Catholic headspace and heart-space. I appreciate the power of that space while I’m there.
The poem preserves and protects it. I’ve had the weird experience of converting a student of mine to
Christianity after abandoning it myself, and I imagine my deference to this poem might have the same
effect on someone. Religion in general has a conflicted interface with poetry: the two could be
considered enemies, fundamentally opposed ways of dealing with the world. Hopkins, on that
assumption, destroyed his early work upon entering Jesuit training and spent close to a decade thinking
about poetry but writing none. When he began again, with this poem, he had apparently lost all his
doubt that poetry could be a perfect expression, even the highest possible expression, of Christian belief
and life—not only its triumphant moments, as here, but also the darkness and dread recorded in the
socalled “terrible sonnets” he wrote toward the end of his life. I think his poetry demonstrates, beyond
any question, how possible, even how seeming-necessary it is that poetry and religion can and should
dovetail, in a religious poet at least.
“Wreck” is the first example of a poem written in what Hopkins called “sprung rhythm,” which goes back
to the Anglo-Saxon standard of counting stresses rather than syllables. He instructs us to read each
stanza as a unit, not pausing at the end of lines (sometimes an end rhyme will be completed in the next
line!), but putting more emphasis on the stressed syllables than one would in reading through a prose
passage. In Part the First the stanzas have the following number of stresses in each line: 2,3,4,3,5,5,4,6.
In Part the Second the first line has three stresses instead of two. The rhyme scheme is ABABCBCA.
Hopkins describes the composition of the poem this way: “ ... when in the winter of [18]75 the
Deutschland was wrecked in the mouth of the Thames and five Franciscan nuns, exiles from Germany by
the [anti-Catholic] Falck Laws, aboard of her were drowned I was affected by the account and happening
to say so to my rector he said that he wished someone would write a poem on the subject. On this hint I
set to work and, though my hand was out at first, produced one. I had long had haunting my ear the
echo of a new rhythm which now I realized on paper ... I do not say the idea is altogether new ... but no
one has professedly used it and made it the principle throughout, that I know of ... However, I had to
mark the stresses ... and a great many more oddnesses could not but dismay an editor’s eye, so that
when I offered it to [the Jesuit] magazine the Month ... they ... dared not print it.” The key passage from

the report of the shipwreck in The Times reads: “Five German nuns ... clasped hands and were drowned
together, the chief sister, a gaunt woman 6 ft. high, calling out loudly and often ‘O Christ, come quickly!’
till the end came.”
Next time I’ll give you the entire poem, then focus in on the stanzas, five at a time every entry.
***
Here comes the whole poem for you to read through. See the previous entry for Hopkins’ advice about
how to read it, but the main thing is to read it aloud. Don’t stop for mysteries, keep on to the end.

The Wreck of the Deutschland by Gerard Manley Hopkins

To the
happy memory of five Franciscan nuns
exiles by the Falck Laws
drowned between midnight and morning of
Dec. 7th, 1875
PART THE FIRST

1
Thou mastering me
God! giver of breath and bread;
World’s strand, sway of the sea;
Lord of living and dead;
Thou hast bound bones and veins in me, fastened me flesh,
And after it almost unmade, what with dread,
Thy doing: and dost thou touch me afresh?
Over again I feel thy finger and find thee.

2
I did say yes

O at lightning and lashed rod;
Thou heardst me truer than tongue confess
Thy terror, O Christ, O God;
Thou knowest the walls, altar and hour and night:
The swoon of a heart that the sweep and the hurl of thee trod
Hard down with a horror of height:
And the midriff astrain with leaning of, laced with fire of stress.

3
The frown of his face
Before me, the hurtle of hell
Behind, where, where was a, where was a place?
I whirled out wings that spell
And fled with a fling of the heart to the heart of the Host.
My heart, but you were dovewinged, I can tell,
Carrier-witted, I am bold to boast,
To flash from the flame to the flame then, tower from the grace to the grace.

4
I am soft sift
In an hourglass—at the wall
Fast, but mined with a motion, a drift,
And it crowds and it combs to the fall;
I steady as a water in a well, to a poise, to a pane,
But roped with, always, all the way down from the tall
Fells or flanks of the voel, a vein
Of the gospel proffer, a pressure, a principle, Christ’s gift.

5
I kiss my hand
To the stars, lovely-asunder
Starlight, wafting him out of it; and
Glow, glory in thunder;
Kiss my hand to the dappled-with-damson west:
Since, tho’ he is under the world’s splendour and wonder,
His mystery must be instressed, stressed;
For I greet him the days I meet him, and bless when I understand.

6
Not out of his bliss
Springs the stress felt
Nor first from heaven (and few know this)
Swings the stroke dealt—
Stroke and a stress that stars and storms deliver,
That guilt is hushed by, hearts are flushed by and melt—
But it rides time like riding a river
(And here the faithful waver, the faithless fable and miss).

7
It dates from day
Of his going in Galilee;
Warm-laid grave of a womb-life grey;
Manger, maiden’s knee;
The dense and the driven Passion, and frightful sweat:
Thence the discharge of it, there its swelling to be,
Though felt before, though in high flood yet—

What none would have known of it, only the heart, being hard at bay,

8
Is out with it! Oh,
We lash with the best or worst
Word last! How a lush-kept plush-capped sloe
Will, mouthed to flesh-burst,
Gush!—flush the man, the being with it, sour or sweet,
Brim, in a flash, full!—Hither then, last or first,
To hero of Calvary, Christ’s, feet—
Never ask if meaning it, wanting it, warned of it—men go.

9
Be adored among men,
God, three-numberèd form;
Wring thy rebel, dogged in den,
Man’s malice, with wrecking and storm.
Beyond saying sweet, past telling of tongue,
Thou art lightning and love, I found it, a winter and warm;
Father and fondler of heart thou hast wrung:
Hast thy dark descending and most art merciful then.

10
With an anvil-ding
And with fire in him forge thy will
Or rather, rather then, stealing as Spring
Through him, melt him but master him still:
Whether at once, as once at a crash Paul,

Or as Austin, a lingering-out swéet skíll,
Make mercy in all of us, out of us all
Mastery, but be adored, but be adored King.

PART THE SECOND

11
“Some find me a sword; some
The flange and the rail; flame,
Fang, or flood” goes Death on drum,
And storms bugle his fame.
But wé dream we are rooted in earth—Dust!
Flesh falls within sight of us, we, though our flower the same,
Wave with the meadow, forget that there must
The sour scythe cringe, and the blear share come.

12
On Saturday sailed from Bremen,
American-outward-bound,
Take settler and seamen, tell men with women,
Two hundred souls in the round—
O Father, not under thy feathers nor ever as guessing
The goal was a shoal, of a fourth the doom to be drowned;
Yet did the dark side of the bay of thy blessing
Not vault them, the million of rounds of thy mercy not reeve even them in?

13
Into the snows she sweeps,

Hurling the haven behind,
The Deutschland, on Sunday; and so the sky keeps,
For the infinite air is unkind,
And the sea flint-flake, black-backed in the regular blow,
Sitting Eastnortheast, in cursed quarter, the wind;
Wiry and white-fiery and whirlwind-swivellèd snow
Spins to the widow-making unchilding unfathering deeps.

14
She drove in the dark to leeward,
She struck—not a reef or a rock
But the combs of a smother of sand: night drew her
Dead to the Kentish Knock;
And she beat the bank down with her bows and the ride of her keel;
The breakers rolled on her beam with ruinous shock;
And canvas and compass, the whorl and the wheel
Idle for ever to waft her or wind her with, these she endured.

15
Hope had grown grey hairs,
Hope had mourning on,
Trenched with tears, carved with cares,
Hope was twelve hours gone;
And frightful a nightfall folded rueful a day
Nor rescue, only rocket and lightship, shone,
And lives at last were washing away:
To the shrouds they took,—they shook in the hurling and horrible airs.

16
One stirred from the rigging to save
The wild woman-kind below,
With a rope’s end round the man, handy and brave—
He was pitched to his death at a blow,
For all his dreadnought breast and braids of thew:
They could tell him for hours, dandled the to and fro
Through the cobbled foam-fleece. What could he do
With the burl of the fountains of air, buck and the flood of the wave?

17
They fought with God’s cold—
And they could not and fell to the deck
(Crushed them) or water (and drowned them) or rolled
With the sea-romp over the wreck.
Night roared, with the heart-break hearing a heart-broke rabble,
The woman’s wailing, the crying of child without check—
Till a lioness arose breasting the babble,
A prophetess towered in the tumult, a virginal tongue told.

18
Ah, touched in your bower of bone,
Are you! turned for an exquisite smart,
Have you! make words break from me here all alone,
Do you!—mother of being in me, heart.
O unteachably after evil, but uttering truth,
Why, tears! is it? tears; such a melting, a madrigal start!
Never-eldering revel and river of youth,

What can it be, this glee? the good you have there of your own?

19
Sister, a sister calling
A master, her master and mine!—
And the inboard seas run swirling and hawling;
The rash smart sloggering brine
Blinds her; but she that weather sees one thing, one;
Has one fetch in her: she rears herself to divine
Ears, and the call of the tall nun
To the men in the tops and the tackle rode over the storm’s brawling.

20
She was first of a five and came
Of a coifèd sisterhood.
(O Deutschland, double a desperate name!
O world wide of its good!
But Gertrude, lily, and Luther, are two of a town,
Christ’s lily and beast of the waste wood:
From life’s dawn it is drawn down,
Abel is Cain’s brother and breasts they have sucked the same.)

21
Loathed for a love men knew in them,
Banned by the land of their birth,
Rhine refused them, Thames would ruin them;
Surf, snow, river and earth
Gnashed: but thou art above, thou Orion of light;

Thy unchancelling poising palms were weighing the worth,
Thou martyr-master: in thy sight
Storm flakes were scroll-leaved flowers, lily-showers—sweet heaven was astrew in them.

22
Five! the finding and sake
And cipher of suffering Christ.
Mark, the mark is of man’s make
And the word of it Sacrificed.
But he scores it in scarlet himself on his own bespoken,
Before-time-taken, dearest prizèd and priced—
Stigma, signal, cinquefoil token
For lettering of the lamb’s fleece, ruddying of the rose-flake.

23
Joy fall to thee, father Francis,
Drawn to the Life that died;
With the gnarls of the nails in thee, niche of the lance, his
Lovescape crucified
And seal of his seraph-arrival! and these thy daughters
And five-livèd and leavèd favour and pride,
Are sisterly sealed in wild waters,
To bathe in his fall-gold mercies, to breathe in his all-fire glances.

24
Away in the loveable west,
On a pastoral forehead of Wales,
I was under a roof here, I was at rest,

And they the prey of the gales;
She to the black-about air, to the breaker, the thickly
Falling flakes, to the throng that catches and quails
Was calling “O Christ, Christ, come quickly”:
The cross to her she calls Christ to her, christens her wild-worst Best.

25
The majesty! what did she mean?
Breathe, arch and original Breath.
Is it love in her of the being as her lover had been?
Breathe, body of lovely Death.
They were else-minded then, altogether, the men
Woke thee with a We are perishing in the weather of Gennesareth.
Or is it that she cried for the crown then,
The keener to come at the comfort for feeling the combating keen?

26
For how to the heart’s cheering
The down-dugged ground-hugged grey
Hovers off, the jay-blue heavens appearing
Of pied and peeled May!
Blue-beating and hoary-glow height; or night, still higher,
With belled fire and the moth-soft Milky Way,
What by your measure is the heaven of desire,
The treasure never eyesight got, nor was ever guessed what for the hearing?

27
No, but it was not these.

The jading and jar of the cart,
Time’s tasking, it is fathers that asking for ease
Of the sodden-with-its-sorrowing heart,
Not danger, electrical horror; then further it finds
The appealing of the Passion is tenderer in prayer apart:
Other, I gather, in measure her mind’s
Burden, in wind’s burly and beat of endragonèd seas.

28
But how shall I ... make me room there:
Reach me a ... Fancy, come faster—
Strike you the sight of it? look at it loom there,
Thing that she ... There then! the Master,
Ipse, the only one, Christ, King, Head:
He was to cure the extremity where he had cast her;
Do, deal, lord it with living and dead;
Let him ride, her pride, in his triumph, despatch and have done with his doom there.

29
Ah! there was a heart right!
There was a single eye!
Read the unshapeable shock night
And knew the who and the why;
Wording it how but by him that present and past,
Heaven and earth are word of, worded by?—
The Simon Peter of a soul! to the blast
Tarpeïan-fast, but a blown beacon of light.

30
Jesu, heart’s light,
Jesu, maid’s son,
What was the feast followed the night
Thou hadst glory of this nun?—
Feast of the one woman without stain.
For so conceivèd, so to conceive thee is done;
But here was heart-throe, birth of a brain,
Word, that heard and kept thee and uttered thee outright.

31
Well, she has thee for the pain, for the
Patience; but pity of the rest of them!
Heart, go and bleed at a bitterer vein for the
Comfortless unconfessed of them—
No not uncomforted: lovely-felicitous Providence
Finger of a tender of, O of a feathery delicacy, the breast of the
Maiden could obey so, be a bell to, ring of it, and
Startle the poor sheep back! is the shipwrack then a harvest, does tempest carry the grain for thee?

32
I admire thee, master of the tides,
Of the Yore-flood, of the year’s fall;
The recurb and the recovery of the gulf’s sides,
The girth of it and the wharf of it and the wall;
Stanching, quenching ocean of a motionable mind;
Ground of being, and granite of it: past all
Grasp God, throned behind

Death with a sovereignty that heeds but hides, bodes but abides;

33
With a mercy that outrides
The all of water, an ark
For the listener; for the lingerer with a love glides
Lower than death and the dark;
A vein for the visiting of the past-prayer, pent in prison,
The-last-breath penitent spirits—the uttermost mark
Our passion-plungèd giant risen,
The Christ of the Father compassionate, fetched in the storm of his strides.

34
Now burn, new born to the world,
Double-naturèd name,
The heaven-flung, heart-fleshed, maiden-furled
Miracle-in-Mary-of-flame,
Mid-numberèd he in three of the thunder-throne!
Not a dooms-day dazzle in his coming nor dark as he came;
Kind, but royally reclaiming his own;
A released shower, let flash to the shire, not a lightning of fire hard-hurled.

35
Dame, at our door
Drowned, and among our shoals,
Remember us in the roads, the heaven-haven of the reward:
Our King back, Oh, upon English souls!
Let him easter in us, be a day-spring to the dimness of us, be a crimson-

cresseted east,
More brightening her, rare-dear Britain, as his reign rolls,
Pride, rose, prince, hero of us, high-priest,
Our heart’s charity’s hearth’s fire, our thought’s chivalry’s throng’s Lord.
W.H. Gardner’s synopsis:
“Part the First (Stanzas 1-10):
“Meditation on God’s infinite power and masterhood, on the direct mystical ‘stress’ or intuitive
knowledge by which man, the dependent finite creature, apprehends the majesty and terror, the beauty
and love of his Maker. Not only through beauty and joy do we know Him. Since the Incarnation and
Passion, the human heart has become sensitized to the deeper mystery of suffering and loss—the
paradox of God’s mastery and mercy. Adoration to Him! May He subjugate and save His rebellious
creature, man.”
1
Thou mastering me
God! giver of breath and bread;
World’s strand, sway of the sea;
Lord of living and dead;
Thou hast bound bones and veins in me, fastened me flesh,
And after it almost unmade, what with dread,
Thy doing: and dost thou touch me afresh?
Over again I feel thy finger and find thee.

First of all, God is addressed as master, very much in the way we speak of a human as the master of a
pet: but God is not only the giver of bread, like a pet’s master, he is giver of breath, his own breath, as
in the Biblical account of God breathing breath into the Adam fashioned of clay. He is the strand of the
world, the shore to which it washes (its goal), and also strand in the sense of makeup, fabric. This
“pantheistic” aspect of God, that nothing can exist without direct participation in the Being of God,
repeats itself in the next image: God is the sea’s sway(er), prime mover, but also its sway(ing), its own
movement. (Later in the poem Hopkins actually uses Paul Tillich’s twentieth-century term for God, the
“Ground of Being.”) God is Lord both of the living and the dead—a first suggestion that the poem will
focus on martyrs (the five nuns principally, but also all their shipmates) who share in the passion of
Christ. The priest-poet’s own experience of God immediately asserts itself: after creating me, you
almost destroyed me with dread: the first emotion mentioned. (The last emotion mentioned will be
“charity”—Christian love. The poem can be seen as a passage between these two states.) The poet is
amazed that after such an experience of destructive dread, he can once again feel the “finger” of God

(God’s grace, he explains in a note on a later line: but can he also be thinking of the creative
finger/touch we see in Michelangelo’s awakening of Adam?).
2
I did say yes
O at lightning and lashed rod;
Thou heardst me truer than tongue confess
Thy terror, O Christ, O God;
Thou knowest the walls, altar and hour and night:
The swoon of a heart that the sweep and the hurl of thee trod
Hard down with a horror of height:
And the midriff astrain with leaning of, laced with fire of stress.

A fuller description of the poet’s dread, an actual experience of terror he won’t locate in space and time
(except that it was in a church), but God remembers it too: he compares it to a rod (maybe lightning
rod, but in a note on the poem he expands it to “birch-rod”) struck by lightning—or the rod is a switch
striking the worshipper’s shoulders: also compares it to vertigo, fear of heights, or actually being swept
or hurled down from one. The victim of this divine assault bows in worship (at the midriff), laced or
bound tight with a force (stress) like fire. “Stress” is also an echo of Hopkins’ technical term “instress:”
the force of individuality which gives every singular being its identity. The two meanings combine to
suggest an experience in which the poet’s very identity was sheer fright.
3
The frown of his face
Before me, the hurtle of hell
Behind, where, where was a, where was a place?
I whirled out wings that spell
And fled with a fling of the heart to the heart of the Host.
My heart, but you were dovewinged, I can tell,
Carrier-witted, I am bold to boast,
To flash from the flame to the flame then, tower from the grace to the grace.

Now it becomes clearer that the terror and dread are consciousness of sin, of offending God, and having
nowhere to hide from his wrath: but recall that the poet is kneeling in a church, a Catholic church with a

tabernacle in which the Host (the consecrated wafer: in Catholic theology, the actual physical presence
of God) is kept. He suddenly grows wings, and with the homing instinct of a carrier pigeon, flees to the
protection of Christ. (Most commentators read “that spell” as meaning “at that time.”) The first
“flame”(and first “grace”) is the terror brought about by the sense of sin, the second is the cleansing fire
of God’s forgiveness. The poet “towers” in the sense of “flies upward.”
4
I am soft sift
In an hourglass—at the wall
Fast, but mined with a motion, a drift,
And it crowds and it combs to the fall;
I steady as a water in a well, to a poise, to a pane,
But roped with, always, all the way down from the tall
Fells or flanks of the voel, a vein
Of the gospel proffer, a pressure, a principle, Christ’s gift.

Returning to the present, the poet still experiences himself in both these ways: as a doomed sinner, like
sand hurrying out of an hourglass (“mined” in the sense of a buried bomb, as well as “undermined”), but
also as a believer saved by grace (the word “grace” means gift). Hopkins wrote this poem in Wales, and
“voel” (pronounced “voil”) is a Welsh word for a mountain. The grace of God running down from above
constantly fills the well of the soul, even as the sand runs out of the old sinful life. Grace has a
“pressure” of its own to counteract the “mining” of the fall (of the individual sinner as well as the Fall or
original sin in Eden, inherited by all Adam’s children).
5
I kiss my hand
To the stars, lovely-asunder
Starlight, wafting him out of it; and
Glow, glory in thunder;
Kiss my hand to the dappled-with-damson west:
Since, tho’ he is under the world’s splendour and wonder,
His mystery must be instressed, stressed;
For I greet him the days I meet him, and bless when I understand.

For Catholics we aren’t completely fallen but retain a natural goodness common to all God’s creations.
The poet can still encounter God’s power and beauty in starlight and storm, in the purple sunset (like a
damson plum). While these things could be seen as the world’s own splendor, it is possible for us to
“meet” God in them by “instressing” (making one’s own) and “stressing” (emphasizing) the mysterious
presence of the Creator in his creatures.
However, it isn’t primarily in the experience of nature that we encounter God ...
6
Not out of his bliss
Springs the stress felt
Nor first from heaven (and few know this)
Swings the stroke dealt—
Stroke and a stress that stars and storms deliver,
That guilt is hushed by, hearts are flushed by and melt—
But it rides time like riding a river
(And here the faithful waver, the faithless fable and miss).

... but in the horrible fact that God, for our sake, was born as a human being and we killed him. The
experience of God in nature is not a happy one, though it is capable of erasing our guilt and “melting”
the hardest of hearts—but we see it over and over again in history, in the knowledge that we are Godmurderers. Even the faithful can’t stand to face this knowledge, and paganism misses it with its fables
of a dying god who is only a symbol of the renewal of life in the spring, not the individual incarnate God.
7
It dates from day
Of his going in Galilee;
Warm-laid grave of a womb-life grey;
Manger, maiden’s knee;
The dense and the driven Passion, and frightful sweat:
Thence the discharge of it, there its swelling to be,
Though felt before, though in high flood yet—
What none would have known of it, only the heart, being hard at bay,

The knowledge that can save us begins with the incarnation (the “going” of Jesus is both his birth and his
death—though the death occurred in Judaea, not Galilee: the grey—unfinished?—life of the embryo in
the womb is at the same time the grave predestined in being conceived in a human womb). The life of
Christ from his birth in a manger to the frightful sweat of his crucifixion, is where we find the most
intimate knowledge of God, which is both the knowledge of his complicity in human life and the
knowledge that our suffering is deserved. At the times when we are truly desperate, “hard at bay,” we
are best fitted to speak this truth:
8
Is out with it! Oh,
We lash with the best or worst
Word last! How a lush-kept plush-capped sloe
Will, mouthed to flesh-burst,
Gush!—flush the man, the being with it, sour or sweet,
Brim, in a flash, full!—Hither then, last or first,
To hero of Calvary, Christ’s, feet—
Never ask if meaning it, wanting it, warned of it—men go.

The “best word” we speak (and bind ourselves to: one meaning of “lash”) is that God became one of us;
the “worst word” (with which we “lash” ourselves in the sense of whip) is that we put the innocent Godmade-flesh to death. “Last” means “at last”—namely, driven to this confession by the experience of
dread and despair: and in an instant, like the instant taste of a fruit, the confession allows grace and
salvation to “brim” in us. The believer may be “sour or sweet,” willing or unwilling, driven by fear or by
desire—but needs to come to the foot of the Cross—taste suffering and guilt—to be saved.
9
Be adored among men,
God, three-numberèd form;
Wring thy rebel, dogged in den,
Man’s malice, with wrecking and storm.
Beyond saying sweet, past telling of tongue,
Thou art lightning and love, I found it, a winter and warm;
Father and fondler of heart thou hast wrung:
Hast thy dark descending and most art merciful then.

Hopkins prays that God, three persons in one deity, will bring us rebellious and malicious sinners to the
experience of dread needed to “wring” the confession of faith out of us. The paradox is that God uses
“wrecking and storm,” “lightning” and “winter” to show us his Fatherly love: we see his mercy best
against the dark experience of guilt.
10
With an anvil-ding
And with fire in him forge thy will
Or rather, rather then, stealing as Spring
Through him, melt him but master him still:
Whether at once, as once at a crash Paul,
Or as Austin, a lingering-out swéet skíll,
Make mercy in all of us, out of us all
Mastery, but be adored, but be adored King.

Our conversion might be sudden and violent, like Paul’s, or gentle and gradual as Augustine’s (“skill”
means “education”), but either way, let God take possession of our souls by revealing to us our need for
his mercy. That this need has already been fulfilled in Christ is reason to adore the divine master.
Gardner’s synopsis:
“Part the Second.
“(Stanzas 11-17): Sudden, unexpected disaster overtook the Deutschland, with her emigrants
and exiles bound for America. A hurricane of wind and snow drove her on to a sandbank. For a whole
night without succour, the passengers and crew of the crippled and settling ship were buffeted by the
elements: many were drowned.”
11
“Some find me a sword; some
The flange and the rail; flame,
Fang, or flood” goes Death on drum,
And storms bugle his fame.
But wé dream we are rooted in earth—Dust!
Flesh falls within sight of us, we, though our flower the same,

Wave with the meadow, forget that there must
The sour scythe cringe, and the blear share come.
The sense is clear (though I’m curious as to what form of death “flange” refers to)—we humans are as
impermanent and frail as a field of flowers, but though we see death all around us, we persist in thinking
it can never happen to us. The “solid earth” we root in is dust, and so are we. (“Cringe” is used in an
archaic meaning: “stoop, bend down.”)
12
On Saturday sailed from Bremen,
American-outward-bound,
Take settler and seamen, tell men with women,
Two hundred souls in the round—
O Father, not under thy feathers nor ever as guessing
The goal was a shoal, of a fourth the doom to be drowned;
Yet did the dark side of the bay of thy blessing
Not vault them, the million of rounds of thy mercy not reeve even them in?
We meet the ill-fated Deutschland, a quarter of its passengers seemingly abandoned by God. One of the
rare feminine images of God in the Bible is of a mother bird shielding her nestlings under her wing: but
these doomed ones received no such protection, were not “vaulted” (covered) by the “bay” (in the
architectural sense of recess) of God’s blessing, nor gathered (“reeved” or roped together—a nautical
term) under his mercy. Or so it appears.
13
Into the snows she sweeps,
Hurling the haven behind,
The Deutschland, on Sunday; and so the sky keeps,
For the infinite air is unkind,
And the sea flint-flake, black-backed in the regular blow,
Sitting Eastnortheast, in cursed quarter, the wind;
Wiry and white-fiery and whirlwind-swivellèd snow
Spins to the widow-making unchilding unfathering deeps.
The stanza moves, with the speed of the ship, into a violent blizzard.
14

She drove in the dark to leeward,
She struck—not a reef or a rock
But the combs of a smother of sand: night drew her
Dead to the Kentish Knock;
And she beat the bank down with her bows and the ride of her keel;
The breakers rolled on her beam with ruinous shock;
And canvas and compass, the whorl and the wheel
Idle for ever to waft her or wind her with, these she endured.
Crash! Note that the shock of the impact causes the rhyme to tip over into the next line: “leeward”
(pronounced “loo-ard”) and “drew her d” .... The Kentish Knock is a sandbar in the mouth of the
Thames. The ship’s “whorl” is apparently a propeller screw, and “wind” is nautical for steer. I always
pronounce it with a long i to assonate with “idle,” but I’m not altogether sure.
Nothing mysterious in the next stanza:
15
Hope had grown grey hairs,
Hope had mourning on,
Trenched with tears, carved with cares,
Hope was twelve hours gone;
And frightful a nightfall folded rueful a day
Nor rescue, only rocket and lightship, shone,
And lives at last were washing away:
To the shrouds they took,—they shook in the hurling and horrible airs.

16
One stirred from the rigging to save
The wild woman-kind below,
With a rope’s end round the man, handy and brave—
He was pitched to his death at a blow,
For all his dreadnought breast and braids of thew:

They could tell him for hours, dandled the to and fro
Through the cobbled foam-fleece. What could he do
With the burl of the fountains of air, buck and the flood of the wave?

Hopkins agonized over the fact that on shipboard the rope wouldn’t have been called a rope. To worry
about terminology in such a dramatic context might be to our minds a sign of OCD—as his enthusiastic
descriptions of male musculature, here and elsewhere, might be a sign of the closet: I don’t care,
myself. The poet will make himself present in a relevant way very soon. But the poetry doesn’t quit:
how cool is “cobbled foam-fleece?” Or the way dropping the article before “buck” makes the line rear
up like the waves?
17
They fought with God’s cold—
And they could not and fell to the deck
(Crushed them) or water (and drowned them) or rolled
With the sea-romp over the wreck.
Night roared, with the heart-break hearing a heart-broke rabble,
The woman’s wailing, the crying of child without check—
Till a lioness arose breasting the babble,
A prophetess towered in the tumult, a virginal tongue told.

Gardner’s synopsis:
“(Stanzas 17-31): Amid the tumult and horror, the voice of a nun was heard calling on Christ to ‘come
quickly.’ (She was one of five Franciscan exiles: surely Five, the number of Christ’s wounds, is the
symbol of Sacrifice and the heavenly Reward.) But what did she mean? Her cry came from the heart of
all suffering humanity. Man asks deliverance not from danger (which is stimulating) but from the
remorseless daily round of toil and disappointment. That deliverance comes only from Christ, who
succeeded by failure; His Passion holds the promise of heaven in an otherwise ‘unshapeable’ existence
(st. 29). This nun read the symbol aright: the pain and tragedy of life elucidate, and are themselves
elucidated by, the Redemption. In the nun the meaning of Christ is reborn (a second Virgin Birth!).
Touched by the finger of God (as the poet had been) she had created faith and hope in those around
her.”
18
Ah, touched in your bower of bone,
Are you! turned for an exquisite smart,

Have you! make words break from me here all alone,
Do you!—mother of being in me, heart.
O unteachably after evil, but uttering truth,
Why, tears! is it? tears; such a melting, a madrigal start!
Never-eldering revel and river of youth,
What can it be, this glee? the good you have there of your own?

Now, with the first appearance of the nun, Hopkins himself appears. Before describing her, he describes
his own reaction to her act. Stanzas later, when he finally quotes her words, he will mention himself
again. The words of the nun and the poet’s telling about them constitute the same act of bringing Christ
into the world to achieve his redemption again. The poet’s reaction to the nun’s words is initially to
become choked up: the same “exquisite smart” that makes people enjoy tearjerker movies drives the
poet to speak from his heart, the “mother of [his] being.” This sympathy with the nun is not a forbidden
crush of one dedicated virgin on another: no one needs to teach him to go “after” such an evil thing (i.e.
chase it away), but as he will reveal in the next stanza, the fellow-feeling of a sibling in the religious life.
The priest/poet’s spontaneous tears are the beginning of a “madrigal:” a hymn of praise to the nun.
And where does this youthful joy, this ever-renewing river of sympathy come from?

19
Sister, a sister calling
A master, her master and mine!—
And the inboard seas run swirling and hawling;
The rash smart sloggering brine
Blinds her; but she that weather sees one thing, one;
Has one fetch in her: she rears herself to divine
Ears, and the call of the tall nun
To the men in the tops and the tackle rode over the storm’s brawling.

Simply from serving in the same household, under the same divine Master. Later Hopkins will draw the
contrast between the nun and himself in his peaceful Welsh bed: but here he emphasizes the wild
terror of her situation with odd, violent vocabulary (sloggering: beating; fetch: recourse) and odd
spelling (hawling). Despite “that weather” (used here along the lines of “that day”), the tall nun is
focused on Christ, the focus too of the poem Hopkins is writing.

20
She was first of a five and came
Of a coifèd sisterhood.
(O Deutschland, double a desperate name!
O world wide of its good!
But Gertrude, lily, and Luther, are two of a town,
Christ’s lily and beast of the waste wood:
From life’s dawn it is drawn down,
Abel is Cain’s brother and breasts they have sucked the same.)

Lest you thought the poem was getting too highminded, time for a little Roman Catholic prejudice. The
nun was “first” (leader) of a group of five, sailing on a ship named after their country of origin, Germany.
We in our time can associate “desperate” things with the name of Germany and also acknowledge its
many positive contributions to civilization. Hopkins’ meaning is narrower: “desperate” and “good” refer
to Germany’s effects on the welfare of the true (Catholic) church. Saint Gertrude and Martin Luther
both lived in Eisleben in Saxony—Hopkins compares the saint to the pure lily of resurrection and Luther
to the wild boar who rends the God-planted vine of Israel in Psalm 80. The history of the human race is
a blend of good and evil, from the days of the two brothers Cain and Abel, the first murderer and first
victim. Germany, by expelling the five nuns, has made their leader’s act of salvation possible.
21
Loathed for a love men knew in them,
Banned by the land of their birth,
Rhine refused them, Thames would ruin them;
Surf, snow, river and earth
Gnashed: but thou art above, thou Orion of light;
Thy unchancelling poising palms were weighing the worth,
Thou martyr-master: in thy sight
Storm flakes were scroll-leaved flowers, lily-showers—sweet heaven was astrew in them.

“Loathed for a love men knew in them” sounds like the nuns became nuns illegitimately, being in love
with earthly men ... but it rather means men expected them to marry but hated them because their love
for Christ prevented it. Their native country was in an anti-Catholic phase and had expelled them to die

here on the Thames: “gnashed” seems contracted from “once the surf etc. had gnashed” (like
devouring teeth). But God, like the huntsman in the stars, had actually weighed (poised) the possibilities
and caused this to happen, even “unchancelling” (not a real word—it’d mean “driving from their
chancel,” sanctuary) the nuns. The terrible snowfall around the wreck became a shower of lilies—
associated with salvation beyond death, and with female martyrs—accomplishing God’s work through
the lead nun’s invocation of Christ.
22
Five! the finding and sake
And cipher of suffering Christ.
Mark, the mark is of man’s make
And the word of it Sacrificed.
But he scores it in scarlet himself on his own bespoken,
Before-time-taken, dearest prizèd and priced—
Stigma, signal, cinquefoil token
For lettering of the lamb’s fleece, ruddying of the rose-flake.

Even the fact that there were five nuns is significant. Because of Christ’s five wounds, and/or because a
cross has four end-points and one center-point, the number five has traditionally been a symbol of the
Crucifixion. (Before the appropriation of the pentagram by pagans and Satanists, Gawain in the
Medieval poem carries it as a Christian symbol.) “Finding” means something like “the sign by which we
find”; “sake” means purpose, goal (of the number as symbol). Although it was our fault that Christ died
in such a horrible way in the first place, Christ engraves the symbol of suffering on his own elect, given
the supreme task of sharing in his own sacrifice. ... Okay, the metaphor is a more than a little stretched:
from Christ tattooing the sign of the cross on a martyr to the simple count of nuns ... but despite that,
the final line is to me some of the most breathtaking poetry in the poem, combining the sacrificial lamb
of the Jews with the mystical Rose of Dante (sacrifice = glory).
23
Joy fall to thee, father Francis,
Drawn to the Life that died;
With the gnarls of the nails in thee, niche of the lance, his
Lovescape crucified
And seal of his seraph-arrival! and these thy daughters
And five-livèd and leavèd favour and pride,
Are sisterly sealed in wild waters,

To bathe in his fall-gold mercies, to breathe in his all-fire glances.

What’s more, they were Franciscan nuns—and Francis, toward the end of his life, received the actual
wounds of Christ, the Stigmata, on his own body (the reference to the seraph means Francis’ vision of
the angel who wounded him). The “wild waters” that drowned the nuns are precisely the place where
they experience the mercy and presence of God. (“Fall-gold” means “falling gold,” but I also like to think
there’s a pun on the gold leaves of the fall which are so lovely when they die.)
24
Away in the loveable west,
On a pastoral forehead of Wales,
I was under a roof here, I was at rest,
And they the prey of the gales;
She to the black-about air, to the breaker, the thickly
Falling flakes, to the throng that catches and quails
Was calling “O Christ, Christ, come quickly”:
The cross to her she calls Christ to her, christens her wild-worst Best.

Finally Hopkins is about to tell us what the tall nun said—but first he again reminds us of himself, the
poet who is recreating the nun’s deed in verse. The contrast is pointed: while the poet slept in his
peaceful Welsh rectory, the nun was broadcasting her summons to the elements and people around her
(the people “catch on to” each other for support or “catch their breath” listening to the surprising
prayer). The last sentence is pretty convoluted, but seems to mean either that as she calls Christ to
come to her, she holds her crucifix (cross) against her breast, or that she calls this cross (death by
martyrdom) the presence of Christ to herself—or both. When she makes this call (in either sense), she
gives birth to, and simultaneously baptizes (christens) the best thing she could’ve done, prompted by
her wildest and worst situation—but I always read “worst” as short for “worsted,” like worsted fabric, so
“wild-worst” might mean “textured, woven, by the wild (event).”
25
The majesty! what did she mean?
Breathe, arch and original Breath.
Is it love in her of the being as her lover had been?
Breathe, body of lovely Death.
They were else-minded then, altogether, the men

Woke thee with a We are perishing in the weather of Gennesareth.
Or is it that she cried for the crown then,
The keener to come at the comfort for feeling the combating keen?

What made the nun call on Christ like this? What was her intention? The poet asks both the Holy Spirit
(Breath) who inspires Christian poets and the nun herself to “breathe” the answer. Was it a desire to
imitate Christ, her Spouse, in violent death? When the apostles found themselves in a similar storm on
Lake Gennesaret, they woke Christ and begged him to calm the waters—which he did, but only after
rebuking them for a lack of faith. Did the nun desire the heavenly reward that comes with martyrdom—
the desire for heaven being sharper (keener) because she feels the mourning (keening) that combats it?
26
For how to the heart’s cheering
The down-dugged ground-hugged grey
Hovers off, the jay-blue heavens appearing
Of pied and peeled May!
Blue-beating and hoary-glow height; or night, still higher,
With belled fire and the moth-soft Milky Way,
What by your measure is the heaven of desire,
The treasure never eyesight got, nor was ever guessed what for the hearing?

Perhaps the tall nun experienced, in her expectation that the agonies of the shipwreck would be
replaced by the glories of heaven, something of what ordinary people experience when they see the
rainstorm (“down-dugged” in shapes of rain like the udders of a cow) replaced by clear blue sky, April
replaced by May. I’m not sure what “hoary” does to help the description of the sky’s daytime glow:
maybe it’s an allusion to hoarfrost, with its feeling of making everything sparkle new-cleaned (“peeled”
is a great word to describe this feeling). Then at night, the sublime regular (“belled”) shine of the stars
and the galaxy adds to the sense of peace, of relief ... compared to this, how much more relief must
come from thought of heaven’s unseen, unconceived reward?
27
No, but it was not these.
The jading and jar of the cart,
Time’s tasking, it is fathers that asking for ease
Of the sodden-with-its-sorrowing heart,

Not danger, electrical horror; then further it finds
The appealing of the Passion is tenderer in prayer apart:
Other, I gather, in measure her mind’s
Burden, in wind’s burly and beat of endragonèd seas.

The comparison completely fails, though, when we look at the reasons why people long for the serenity
of the afterlife: they do this in moments of disgust with their long tedious lives of suffering, or
meditating on the sufferings of Christ in moments of quiet prayer. The tall nun’s mind couldn’t have
been occupied with these kinds of thought or emotion, in the midst of the “electrical horror” of the
storm, the “burly” (shortened from “hurly-burly”) of the wind, the pounding of seas so violent it seemed
they contained monstrous dragons.
28
But how shall I ... make me room there:
Reach me a ... Fancy, come faster—
Strike you the sight of it? look at it loom there,
Thing that she ... There then! the Master,
Ipse, the only one, Christ, King, Head:
He was to cure the extremity where he had cast her;
Do, deal, lord it with living and dead;
Let him ride, her pride, in his triumph, despatch and have done with his doom there.

In this rather astounding, “modern”-seeming stanza, Hopkins combines the confused and terrified cries
of the shipwreck victims with his own imperfect attempts to zero in on the nun’s motivations in this
poem. Finally he is unable to do other than bow to her vision of Christ looming through the storm, and
admit that Christ alone (Latin ipse, his very self) could have been on her mind in that “extremity where
he had cast her,” which only he had the power to “heal”—so the poet leaves Christ, the nun’s “pride,” to
make his judgement (his “doom”) of the victims and survivors.
29
Ah! there was a heart right!
There was a single eye!
Read the unshapeable shock night
And knew the who and the why;

Wording it how but by him that present and past,
Heaven and earth are word of, worded by?—
The Simon Peter of a soul! to the blast
Tarpeïan-fast, but a blown beacon of light.

Matthew 6:22-23 says “If your eye is single, your whole body will be full of light.” (Long ago I wrote an
irreverent character poem based on this verse, in the voice of the cyclops from the Odyssey.) The nun
was focused on Christ and knew him to be the solution to all the turmoil around her, as well as the
whole of time, matter and spirit. Her naming of Christ in that moment made her like the apostle Peter
when he first confessed Jesus as the Messiah. Peter (or Peter’s confession, to the protestant viewpoint)
is the rock upon which Christ built his church, and the nun’s steadfast naming of him makes her a steady
rock within the storm’s blast, bound to it (rather a shaky metaphor here) as Andromeda was bound to
the Tarpeian rock ... but the commentators call us to take the “but” seriously ... she is only, in that
howling fury, a wispy human and mortal beacon, for all her rocklike faith.
Now the poet addresses Christ with an intimate diminutive:
30
Jesu, heart’s light,
Jesu, maid’s son,
What was the feast followed the night
Thou hadst glory of this nun?—
Feast of the one woman without stain.
For so conceivèd, so to conceive thee is done;
But here was heart-throe, birth of a brain,
Word, that heard and kept thee and uttered thee outright.

To us, December 7, when the wreck of the Deutschland occurred, is Pearl Harbor Day. To a nineteenthcentury Catholic, it was the eve of the feast of Mary’s Immaculate Conception. In Catholic doctrine
Mary and Jesus alone among humans were conceived “without original sin:” without sharing in the
punishment of eternal separation from God attendant on the disobedience of Adam and Eve. Mary also
consented that Jesus be conceived in her without intercourse: this is called the Virgin Birth, and nonCatholics often confuse it with Mary’s Immaculate Conception. Both dogmas are mentioned in this
stanza: Jesus was the son of a maid (a virgin) who was the one woman without original sin. Being
“conceived” (implanted in the womb) this way, when we try to “conceive” (comprehend) Christ we have
to aspire to Mary’s purity—but the nun’s cry, “conceiving” that Christ was the one solution to her

trouble, also “conceived” him in herself as the divine Word and let herself utter that Word to her fellow
sufferers. In a way, says Hopkins, by doing so, she also gave birth to herself!
31
Well, she has thee for the pain, for the
Patience; but pity of the rest of them!
Heart, go and bleed at a bitterer vein for the
Comfortless unconfessed of them—
No not uncomforted: lovely-felicitous Providence
Finger of a tender of, O of a feathery delicacy, the breast of the
Maiden could obey so, be a bell to, ring of it, and
Startle the poor sheep back! is the shipwrack then a harvest, does tempest carry the grain for thee?

Pretty clear—the nun knew what was happening and in her “pain” and “patience” found salvation: but
what about the other some hundred drowned souls aboard the ship? They died without the benefit of
confession, i.e. formal confession to a priest; but Catholic theology never stipulates that such formal
confession is necessary. A simple prayer of repentance, even of desire to repent, is sufficient to gain
one a place among the saved: and the nun, obeying the subtle command of Providence to proclaim the
name of Christ like a steadily clanging ship’s bell, could have been the necessary reminder of the way to
redemption, in its Biblical likenesses of lost sheep being found and harvest being brought into the barn.
Gardner’s synopsis:
“(Stanzas 32-5): Return to the theme of Part the First: the poet adores the mastery, majesty, and
inscrutable wisdom of God. The dead nun, prophetess of the Faith indomitable and resurgent, is asked
to intercede for the conversion of ‘rare-dear Britain.’”
32
I admire thee, master of the tides,
Of the Yore-flood, of the year’s fall;
The recurb and the recovery of the gulf’s sides,
The girth of it and the wharf of it and the wall;
Stanching, quenching ocean of a motionable mind;
Ground of being, and granite of it: past all
Grasp God, throned behind
Death with a sovereignty that heeds but hides, bodes but abides;

The close of the poem is a Trinitarian prayer, first to God the Father, then to God the Son—but in the
final stanza, not to the Holy Spirit but to the nun he inspired: Catholics are never shy of praying to dead
martyrs, even recent and uncanonized ones. God the Father is the ruler of the tides (and of the tempest
which brings in the harvest, ala the previous stanza). “The Yore-flood” might refer to the covenant with
Noah, but probably refers to the “deeps” of chaos upon which God’s spirit brooded in the first chapter
of Genesis, when God fixed limits (“girth” and “wharf” and “wall”) for the destructive element of water
and the sinful minds impelled by it. As “Ground of being,” he is himself the “granite” of that wall that
checks the rages of sin and disorder. The boastful Death of stanza 11 is only his servant: from behind
him God watches and awaits the free choices of humans and rules their destinies anyway.
33
With a mercy that outrides
The all of water, an ark
For the listener; for the lingerer with a love glides
Lower than death and the dark;
A vein for the visiting of the past-prayer, pent in prison,
The-last-breath penitent spirits—the uttermost mark
Our passion-plungèd giant risen,
The Christ of the Father compassionate, fetched in the storm of his strides.

But God the KIng is also the merciful Father. His mercy outstrips all of “water’s” (sin’s, death’s) attempts
to destroy the soul. [“Outrides” is a favorite word for Hopkins: he called a metrical foot into which
several unstressed syllables were inserted an “outrider”—but there are none of these in the
Deutschland.] God’s mercy is an ark that carries the one who listens to his message of salvation across
the flood, and it even works after death to free from Purgatory those souls who waited till their
deathbed to repent. This “uttermost mark” or goal was reached (“fetched”) by Christ, whose giant
strides extend down and up all the way to hell and heaven once he has been himself drowned
(“plunged”) in his suffering or Passion. Really complex grammar here: but another possible reading—
the one I actually incline to—is that even these “uttermost” souls in Purgatory fix their gazes on
(“mark”) Christ as their savior. Either way, the poem now addresses him.
34
Now burn, new born to the world,
Double-naturèd name,
The heaven-flung, heart-fleshed, maiden-furled
Miracle-in-Mary-of-flame,

Mid-numberèd he in three of the thunder-throne!
Not a dooms-day dazzle in his coming nor dark as he came;
Kind, but royally reclaiming his own;
A released shower, let flash to the shire, not a lightning of fire hard-hurled.

The language in these last two verses reaches such a pitch of creativity and beauty, it seems a
desecration to comment on it in dull prose, so forgive me. Christ is asked to “burn,” but it turns out that
rather than a “lightning of fire,” his coming to reclaim the souls of the drowned was a sudden gentle rain
upon the countryside (“shire”) of England—though such a shower can be said to “flash” like lightning.
Christ is double-natured, human and divine, sent from heaven but made flesh with a human heart,
grown (“furled!”) within the virgin Mary, who herself burned like a flame to do God’s will. He is at the
same time the central Second Person of the Trinity, God’s “thunder-throne”—but his salvation is kind
(meaning both kind and kindred: he is one of us), not the dreadful darkness and fire the damned will
experience at Doomsday.
35
Dame, at our door
Drowned, and among our shoals,
Remember us in the roads, the heaven-haven of the reward:
Our King back, Oh, upon English souls!
Let him easter in us, be a day-spring to the dimness of us, be a crimsoncresseted east,
More brightening her, rare-dear Britain, as his reign rolls,
Pride, rose, prince, hero of us, high-priest,
Our heart’s charity’s hearth’s fire, our thought’s chivalry’s throng’s Lord.
In English convents one addresses an older nun as “dame.” Hopkins asks the nun to remember “us,” the
English, in the “roads” (i.e. the wild paths ships take through the sea) and the harbor she has reached in
heaven. [An early poem of Hopkins, imagining a nun taking the veil, is titled “Heaven-Haven.”]
“Remember our King back” is a strange way to put it, or an excessively compressed way: remember us
in your constant prayers for the reconversion of England to the true Church. Hard to better the flow of
Christ’s attributes in the final lines, his rising like the easter sun of resurrected faith whose cressets
(rays, more or less) will make Britain, that precious rarity, even brighter with time. That it didn’t
happen—in Hopkins’ eyes the present state of England would seem immeasurably worse than when he
lived—somehow doesn’t diminish the triumph in those astounding last alliterations. Their triumph is a
triumph of faith, after all, which can’t be contradicted or disproved by reality.
Thanks for reading!

