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Chapter 9: Poetry
JOHN DONNE (1572–1631)
John Donne was born in London into a prominent Roman Catholic family. Because of his religion, he was prevented from taking a degree at Oxford; he became an Anglican convert soon after. He participated in naval expeditions and upon return to England studied law and was appointed secretary to Sir Thomas Egerton. But his secret marriage to Egerton’s niece cost him his position and led to brief imprisonment. Donne struggled to earn a living for a number of years, but eventually found a patron to support his writing. In 1615, he was ordained an Anglican priest and his sermons became immensely popular. Only after his death did he gain a reputation as the leading “metaphysical” poet. His Poems were published by his son in 1633.

The Flea
(1633)
Mark but this flea, and mark in this,

How little that which thou deny’st me is;

It sucked me first, and now sucks thee,

And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be;

Thou know’st that this cannot be said
5

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,
10

Where we almost, yea 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.
15

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?
20

Wherein 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;
25
Just so much honour, when thou yield’st to me,

Will waste, as this flea’s death took life from thee.
Study and Discussion Questions

1.
To whom is the poem addressed?

2.
“The Flea” is an example of a conceit, an ingenious metaphor. What does the speaker of the poem mean when he says: “This flea is you and I, and this / Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is”?

3.
What literally is happening in this poem?

4.
What is the tone of the poem?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Write a description of how you imagine the setting and characters in this poem.

2.
What is happening in each stanza of “The Flea”? That is, what are the stages of the speaker’s argument?

3.
Write an answer to the speaker of the poem from the point of view of the person the poem is addressed to.

WILLIAM BLAKE (1757–1827)
William Blake was born in London. He had no formal education, was apprenticed at a young age to an engraver, and earned his living engraving the rest of his life. Blake published his own poems, often surrounding the verse with his own illustrations; he engraved the plates himself and, with his wife, colored the printed pages by hand. His visionary poetry was little appreciated in his time, but he is now considered one of the most important poets in English. His major works include Songs of Innocence (1789), The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790), and Songs of Experience (1794).

The Garden of Love
(1794)
I went to the Garden of Love,

And saw what I never had seen:
A Chapel was built in the midst,

Where I used to play on the green.

And the gates of this Chapel were shut,
5
And “Thou shalt not” writ over the door;

So I turn’d to the Garden of Love

That so many sweet flowers bore;

And I saw it was filled with graves,

And tomb-stones where flowers should be;
10

And Priests in black gowns were walking their rounds,

And binding with briars my joys & desires.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What contrast runs through the poem?

2.
What does “Thou shalt not” allude to?

3.
Why a garden of love?

4.
Why are the gates of the chapel shut?

5.
Discuss the importance of the rhythm and internal rhymes of the last two lines.

Suggestion for Writing

1.
What is the poem saying about organized religion? What do you think of what it is saying?

ANNE SEXTON (1928–1974)
Anne Sexton was born in Newton, Massachusetts, attended Garland Junior College for a year, and married at twenty. After one of the first of many nervous breakdowns she was to suffer throughout her life, a psychiatrist urged her to try writing, which she did with immediate success. Sexton’s poetry includes To Bedlam and Part Way Back (1960), Live or Die (1966), which won a Pulitzer Prize, Love Poems (1969), Transformations (1971), and The Death Notebooks (1974). At the age of forty-five, she took her own life.

For My Lover, Returning to His Wife
(1967)

She is all there.

She was melted carefully down for you

and cast up from your childhood,

cast up from your one hundred favorite aggies.1
She has always been there, my darling.
5
She is, in fact, exquisite.

Fireworks in the dull middle of February

and as real as a cast-iron pot.

Let’s face it, I have been momentary.

A luxury. A bright red sloop in the harbor.
10

My hair rising like smoke from the car window.

Littleneck clams out of season.

She is more than that. She is your have to have,

has grown you your practical your tropical growth.

This is not an experiment. She is all harmony.
15
She sees to oars and oarlocks for the dinghy,

has placed wild flowers at the window at breakfast,

sat by the potter’s wheel at midday,

set forth three children under the moon,

three cherubs drawn by Michelangelo,
20
done this with her legs spread out

in the terrible months in the chapel.

If you glance up, the children are there

like delicate balloons resting on the ceiling.

She has also carried each one down the hall
25

after supper, their heads privately bent,

two legs protesting, person to person,

her face flushed with a song and their little sleep.

I give you back your heart.

I give you permission——
30
for the fuse inside her, throbbing

angrily in the dirt, for the bitch in her

and the burying of her wound——
for the burying of her small red wound alive——

for the pale flickering flare under her ribs,
35
for the drunken sailor who waits in her left pulse,

for the mother’s knee, for the stockings,

for the garter belt, for the call——

the curious call

when you will burrow in arms and breasts
40
and tug at the orange ribbon in her hair

and answer the call, the curious call.

She is so naked and singular.

She is the sum of yourself and your dream.

Climb her like a monument, step after step.
45
She is solid.

As for me, I am a watercolor.

I wash off.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What kind of imagery does the speaker use to describe herself? To describe the wife?

2.
What does the first stanza mean?

3.
“If you glance up, the children are there/like delicate balloons resting on the ceiling.” What is the speaker saying about her lover and his children?

4.
What is the speaker’s assessment of her lover as a husband? What does she think of the role of husband?

5.
Characterize the speaker’s tone.

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Would the speaker want to change places with the wife?

2.
How would a poem with a male persona, entitled “For My Lover, Returning to Her Husband,” have to be different?

GENNY LIM (b. 1946)
Genny Lim is a native San Francisco poet, performer, and playwright. She has published poetry in a variety of journals and has been a contributing editor to a national Asian American quarterly, Bridge. Her writings include a collection of poetry, Winter Place (1989), and the plays Paper Angels (1980) and The Sky Never Stops (1988). Lim is also the co-author of Island: Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island, 1910–1940 (1980).

Wonder Woman
(1981)

Sometimes I see reflections on bits of glass on sidewalks

I catch the glimmer of empty bottles floating out to sea

Sometimes I stretch my arms way above my head and wonder if

There are women along the Mekong1 doing the same

Sometimes I stare longingly at women who I will never know 
5

Generous, laughing women with wrinkled cheeks and white teeth

Dragging along chubby, rosy-cheeked babies on fat, wobbly legs

Sometimes I stare at Chinese grandmothers

Getting on the 30 Stockton with shopping bags

Japanese women tourists in European hats
10
Middle-aged mothers with laundry carts

Young wives holding hands with their husbands

Lesbian women holding hands in coffee-houses

Smiling debutantes with bouquets of yellow daffodils

Silver-haired matrons with silver rhinestoned poodles
15

Painted prostitutes posing along MacArthur Boulevard

Giddy teenage girls snapping gum in fast cars

Widows clutching bibles, crucifixes

I look at them and wonder if

They are a part of me
20

I look in their eyes and wonder if

They share my dreams

I wonder if the woman in mink is content

If the stockbroker’s wife is afraid of growing old

If the professor’s wife is an alcoholic
25
If the woman in prison is me

There are copper-tanned women in Hyannis Port playing tennis

Women who eat with finger bowls

There are women in factories punching time clocks

Women tired every waking hour of the day
30
I wonder why there are women born with silver spoons in their mouths

Women who have never known a day of hunger

Women who have never changed their own bed linen

And I wonder why there are women who must work

Women who must clean other women’s houses
35
Women who must shell shrimps for pennies a day

Women who must sew other women’s clothes

Who must cook

Who must die
In childbirth
40
In dreams

Why must woman stand divided?

Building the walls that tear them down?

Jill-of-all-trades

Lover, mother, housewife, friend, breadwinner
45
Heart and spade

A woman is a ritual

A house that must accommodate

A house that must endure
Generation after generation
50
Of wind and torment, of fire and rain

A house with echoing rooms

Closets with hidden cries

Walls with stretchmarks

Windows with eyes
55
Short, tall, skinny, fat

Pregnant, married, white, yellow, black, brown, red

Professional, working-class, aristocrat

Women cooking over coals in sampans

Women shining tiffany spoons in glass houses
60
Women stretching their arms way above the clouds

In Samarkand, in San Francisco

Along the Mekong

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What does the speaker mean when she says, “I wonder . . . If the woman in prison is me”?

2.
Explain the second line in the seventh stanza: “Building the walls that tear them down?”

3.
What is the significance of the “house” metaphor in that same stanza?

4.
Why does Lim end the poem, “Along the Mekong”?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
I “wonder if / They share my dreams,” the third stanza ends. What dreams might “painted prostitutes” and “silver-haired matrons with silver rhinestoned poodles” share with the speaker?

2.
State explicitly the argument that the poem is making.

AMIRI BARAKA (b. 1934)

LeRoi Jones was born in Newark, New Jersey and went to school there and to Rutgers, Howard, and Columbia Universities. After three years in the Air Force, he moved to New York’s bohemian Lower East Side. In the 1960s, he became increasingly involved with black nationalist politics and changed his name to Amiri Baraka. He has taught at a number of colleges and universities and has published poetry, including Preface to a Twenty Volume Suicide Note (1961), The Dead Lecturer (1964), and Black Magic (1969); drama, including Dutchman (1964) and The Slave (1964); nonfiction, most notably Blues People (1963); and The Music: Reflections on Jazz and Blues (1987), a collection of jazz essays, poetry, and drama.

Beautiful Black Women . . .
(1969)
Beautiful black women, fail, they act. Stop them, raining.

They are so beautiful, we want them with us. Stop them, raining.

Beautiful, stop raining, they fail. We fail them and their lips

stick out perpetually, at our weakness. Raining. Stop them. Black

queens. Ruby Dee1 weeps at the window, raining, being lost in her 
5
life, being what we all will be, sentimental bitter frustrated

deprived of her fullest light. Beautiful black women, it is

still raining in this terrible land. We need you. We flex our

muscles, turn to stare at our tormentor, we need you. Raining.

We need you, reigning, black queen. This/terrible black ladies
10
wander, Ruby Dee weeps, the window, raining, she calls, and her voice

is left to hurt us slowly. It hangs against the same wet glass, her

sadness and age, and the trip, and the lost heat, and the gray cold

buildings of our entrapment. Ladies. Women. We need you. We are still

trapped and weak, but we build and grow heavy with our knowledge.
15
Women.

Come to us. Help us get back what was always ours. Help us. women.

Where

are you, women, where, and who, and where, and who, and will you 

help
20
us, will you open your bodysouls, will you lift me up mother, will you

let me help you, daughter, wife/lover, will you

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Line 2 reads, in part, “we want them with us.” Who does “we” refer to? And where are the black women, if not “with us”?

2.
Who is “our tormentor”? Does “our” refer to the same group of people as “we”? If so, what does this suggest about the speaker?

3. Why does Baraka repeat “raining” so often?

4.
“Help us get back what was always ours.” What does this mean?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
What does the speaker want black women to be and do?

2.
How might a black woman reply to this poem?

KARL SHAPIRO (b. 1913)
Karl Shapiro was born in Baltimore, Maryland, and educated at the University of Virginia and Johns Hopkins University. While a soldier in the South Pacific during World War II, he wrote V-Letter and Other Poems (1944), which won a Pulitzer Prize, and he returned from the war a well-known poet. Shapiro has taught at a number of universities and served as editor of Poetry magazine. His other poetry volumes include Essays on Rime (1945), Poems of a Jew (1958), Adult Bookstore (1976), and New and Selected Poems, 1940–1986 (1987). Shapiro’s autobiography, The Younger Son, was published in 1988.

Buick
(1953)
As a sloop with a sweep of immaculate wing on her delicate spine

And a keel as steel as a root that holds in the sea as she leans,

Leaning and laughing, my warm-hearted beauty, you ride, you ride,

You tack on the curves with parabola speed and a kiss of goodbye,

Like a thoroughbred sloop, my new high-spirited spirit, my kiss.
5
As my foot suggests that you leap in the air with your hips of a girl,

My finger that praises your wheel and announces your voices of song,

Flouncing your skirts, you blueness of joy, you flirt of politeness,

You leap, you intelligence, essence of wheelness with silvery nose,

And your platinum clocks of excitement stir like the hairs of a fern.
10
But how alien you are from the booming belts of your birth and the

smoke

Where you turned on the stinging lathes of Detroit and Lansing at night

And shrieked at the torch in your secret parts and the amorous tests,

But now with your eyes that enter the future of roads you forget;

You are all instinct with your phosphorous glow and your streaking hair.
15

And now when we stop it is not as the bird from the shell that I leave

Or the leathery pilot who steps from his bird with a sneer of delight,

And not as the ignorant beast do you squat and watch me depart,

But with exquisite breathing you smile, with satisfaction of love,

And I touch you again as you tick in the silence and settle in sleep.
20
Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Who is speaking in the poem? Why can you assume the speaker is male? What else can you say about him?

2.
Go through the poem and list the ways in which the speaker compares his car to a woman. The poem is ostensibly about the speaker’s feelings for his car. But what does it suggest about how he perceives women?

3.
How do sound and rhythm in the first stanza help convey the speaker’s experience as he drives? How and why is the first line of the third stanza different from what comes before? What new emotion does the third stanza reveal?

4.
What is the function of the negative comparisons (“it is not as . . .”) in the last stanza? How is the speaker feeling at the end of the poem?

5.
What is the poet’s attitude toward the speaker, towards the persona he has created? How can you tell?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
To what extent is “Buick” an accurate portrayal of male feelings rather than just a parody of them?

2.
Why are cars in our culture usually seen as female? What other kinds of objects or machines are viewed in gendered terms? Why are they so often seen as female?

3.
Which line or phrase from the poem stands out most in your mind? Try to explain why.

4.
Try writing a poem or prose passage in which the speaker dramatizes his or her intense emotional relationship with an object other than an automobile. Think carefully before ascribing a gender to this object.

TED HUGHES (1930–1998)
Ted Hughes was born in Mytholmroyd, Yorkshire, England; served in the Royal Air Force; and was educated at Cambridge. In 1956, he married American poet Sylvia Plath; they separated shortly before her suicide in 1963. He wrote radio plays, short stories, and children’s literature, but he was best known for his poetry, including The Hawk in the Rain (1957), Crow (1970), Moortown (1979), Flowers and Insects: Some Birds and a Pair of Spiders (1986), Wolfwatching (1991), Tales from Ovid (1997), and Birthday Letters (1998).

The Lovepet
(1971)
Was it an animal was it a bird?

She stroked it. He spoke to it softly.

She made her voice its happy forest.

He brought it out with sugarlump smiles.

Soon it was licking their kisses.
5
She gave it the strings of her voice which it swallowed

He gave it the blood of his face it grew eager

She gave it the liquorice of her mouth it began to thrive

He opened the aniseed of his future

And it bit and gulped, grew vicious, snatched
10
The focus of his eyes

She gave it the steadiness of her hand

He gave it the strength of his spine it ate everything

It began to cry what could they give it

They gave it their calendars it bolted their diaries
15
They gave it their sleep it gobbled their dreams

Even while they slept

It ate their bodyskin and the muscle beneath

They gave it vows its teeth clashed its starvation

Through every word they uttered
20
It found snakes under the floor it ate them

It found a spider horror

In their palms and ate it.

They gave it double smiles and blank silence

It chewed holes in their carpets
25

They gave it logic

It ate the colour of their hair

They gave it every argument that would come

They gave it shouting and yelling they meant it

It ate the faces of their children
30
They gave it their photograph albums they gave it their records

It ate the colour of the sun

They gave it a thousand letters they gave it money

It ate their future complete it waited for them

Staring and starving
35
They gave it screams it had gone too far

It ate into their brains

It ate the roof

It ate lonely stone it ate wind crying famine

It went furiously off
40
They wept they called it back it could have everything

It stripped out their nerves chewed chewed flavourless

It bit at their numb bodies they did not resist

It bit into their blank brains they hardly knew

It moved bellowing
45

Through a ruin of starlight and crockery

It drew slowly off they could not move

It went far away they could not speak

Study and Discussion Questions

1. 
What are the stages this marriage, or love relationship, goes through?

2.
Classify the types of “food” the lovepet eats.

3. 
“They wept they called it back.” Why?

4.
Discuss Hughes’s use of repetition of sounds, words, and phrases in “The Lovepet.”

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Why is the lovepet so hungry?

2.
Choose or invent an animal or plant that represents a relationship in your life (it could be family or work as easily as love). Describe its qualities.

OLGA BROUMAS (b. 1949)
Olga Broumas was born in Greece and moved to the United States at age ten. She was educated at the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Oregon 
and has taught at Goddard College, Brandeis University, and elsewhere. She is a founder and faculty member of Freehand, a learning community of women writers and photographers in Provincetown, Massachusetts. Her poetry includes Beginning with O (1977), Soie Sauvage (1980), Pastoral Jazz (1983), Perpetua (1989), and All of the Above (1991). Broumas has also translated the work of Greek poet Odysseas Elytis.

Cinderella
(1977)
 . . . the joy that isn’t shared

I heard, dies young.

Anne Sexton, 1928–1974

Apart from my sisters, estranged

from my mother, I am a woman alone

in a house of men

who secretly

call themselves princes, alone
5
with me usually, under cover of dark. I am the one allowed in

to the royal chambers, whose small foot conveniently

fills the slipper of glass. The woman writer, the lady

umpire, the madam chairman, anyone’s wife.

I know what I know.
10

And I once was glad

of the chance to use it, even alone

in a strange castle, doing overtime on my own, cracking

the royal code. The princes spoke
in their fathers’ language, were eager to praise me
15

my nimble tongue. I am a woman in a state of siege, alone

as one piece of laundry, strung on a windy clothesline a

mile long. A woman co-opted by promises: the lure

of a job, the ruse of a choice, a woman forced

to bear witness, falsely
20
against my kind, as each

other sister was judged inadequate, bitchy, incompetent,

jealous, too thin, too fat. I know what I know.

What sweet bread I make

for myself in this prosperous house
25
is dirty, what good soup I boil turns

in my mouth to mud. Give

me my ashes. A cold stove, a cinder-block pillow, wet

canvas shoes in my sisters’, my sisters’ hut. Or I swear

I’ll die young
30
like those favored before me, hand-picked each one

for her joyful heart.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What price has the speaker of the poem had to pay for success?

2.
List specific images of loneliness in the poem.

3.
What is the speaker’s relation to other women? What is her relation to men?

Suggestion for Writing

1.
How has Broumas rewritten the Cinderella fairy tale for modern readers? What changes has she made in the story? (Remember, there is more than one version of the fairy tale.) How do the changes serve her purpose?

LOUISE ERDRICH (b. 1954)

Daughter of a German immigrant and a Chippewa Indian, Louise Erdrich grew up in North Dakota and attended Dartmouth College and Johns Hopkins University. She has taught at several universities and also worked as a beet weeder, waitress, psychiatric aide, and poetry teacher in prisons. “The Red Convertible,” included in the “Peace and War” section, is one of fourteen related stories that make up her first novel, Love Medicine (1984). Among her other novels are The Beet Queen (1986), Tracks (1988), A Link With the River (1989), The Crown of Columbus (1991), cowritten with her late husband Michael Dorris, The Blue Jay’s Dance (1995), and The Antelope Wife (1998). Her poetry includes Jacklight (1984) and Baptism of Desire (1989).

Jacklight1
(1984)
The same Chippewa word is used both for

flirting and hunting game, while another

Chippewa word connotes both using force in

intercourse and also killing a bear with one’s

bare hands.

—Dunning 1959

We have come to the edge of the woods,

out of brown grass where we slept, unseen,

out of knotted twigs, out of leaves creaked shut,

out of hiding.

At first the light wavered, glancing over us.
5

Then it clenched to a fist of light that pointed,

searched out, divided us.

Each took the beams like direct blows the heart answers.

Each of us moved forward alone.

We have come to the edge of the woods,
10
drawn out of ourselves by this night sun,

this battery of polarized acids,

that outshines the moon.

We smell them behind it

but they are faceless, invisible.
15
We smell the raw steel of their gun barrels,

mink oil on leather, their tongues of sour barley.

We smell their mother buried chin-deep in wet dirt.
We smell their fathers with scoured knuckles,

teeth cracked from hot marrow.
20
We smell their sisters of crushed dogwood, bruised apples,

of fractured cups and concussions of burnt hooks.

We smell their breath steaming lightly behind the jacklight.

We smell the itch underneath the caked guts on their clothes.

We smell their minds like silver hammers,
25
cocked back, held in readiness

for the first of us to step into the open.

We have come to the edge of the woods,

out of brown grass where we slept, unseen,

out of leaves creaked shut, out of our hiding.
30
We have come here too long.

It is their turn now,

their turn to follow us. Listen,

they put down their equipment.

It is useless in the tall brush.
35

And now they take the first steps, not knowing

how deep the woods are and lightless.

How deep the woods are.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
How does the epigraph help you to understand what is going on in the poem?

2.
Who are the “we” in this poem?

3.
How does the light affect the “we” of the poem?

4.
Who are “they”?

5.
Where does the poem “turn”? And what does that turn consist of?

6.
How does the poem play with the two meanings of “jacklight”?

7.
Discuss how images of smell gradually compose a portrait of “them.” Why is smell appropriate?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
“Each took the beams like direct blows the heart answers./Each of us moved forward alone.” Analyze these lines. How are they significant?

2.
Continue the “story” of the poem for a bit, writing (in either prose or poetry) about what happens after “they take the first steps.”

JUDITH ORTIZ COFER (b. 1952)
Judith Ortiz Cofer was born in Puerto Rico and moved to the United States as a young girl. She studied at Augusta College, at Florida Atlantic University, and at Oxford, and she now teaches at the University of Georgia at Athens. She has worked as a bilingual teacher, as a Spanish teacher, and as a lecturer in English at the University of Georgia and elsewhere. Cofer’s poetry includes Peregrina (1986), Terms of Survival (1987), and Reaching for the Mainland (1995). She has written a novel, The Line of the Sun (1989); a book of essays, Silent Dancing: A Partial Remembrance of a Puerto Rican Childhood (1990); and collections that mix genres, including The Latin Deli: Prose and Poetry (1993) and The Year of Our Revolution (1998).

Orar: To Pray(1993)
After the hissed pleas, denunciations—

the children just tucked in—

perhaps her hand on his dress-shirt sleeve,

brushed off, leaving a trace of cologne,

impossible, it seemed, to wash off
5
with plain soap, he’d go, his feet light

on the gravel. In their room, she’d fall

on her knees to say prayers composed

to sound like praise; following

her mother’s warning never to make demands
10
outright from God nor a man.

On the other side of the thin wall,

I lay listening to the sounds I recognized

from an early age: Knees on wood, shifting

the pain so the floor creaked, and a woman’s
15
conversation with the wind—that carried

her sad voice out of the open window

to me. And her words—if they did not rise

to heaven, fell on my chest, where they are

embedded like splinters of a cross
20
I also carried.

Study and Discussion Questions

1. Who is speaking? Who are “he” and “she”?

2. Where do you think “he” is going?

3. Why does the speaker imagine that a trace of cologne might have been left on “her hand”?

4. Why are the prayers “composed / to sound like praise”? What are the implications of the last two lines of the first stanza?

5. Why does the speaker call the prayers “a woman’s / conversation with the wind”?

6. Describe the impact of all this on the speaker. What is the “cross” she 
carried?

Suggestions for Writing

1. Compose one of the prayers you think the speaker might have heard.

2. Imagine a poem just like “Orar: To Pray,” but with the sex of each character changed. Would it work?

CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE (1564–1593)
The Passionate Shepherd to His Love
(1600)
Come live with me and be my love,

And we will all the pleasures prove1
That valleys, groves, hills, and fields,

Woods, or steepy mountain yields.

And we will sit upon the rocks,
5
Seeing the shepherds feed their flocks,

By shallow rivers to whose falls

Melodious birds sing madrigals.

And I will make thee beds of roses

And a thousand fragrant posies,
10

A cap of flowers, and a kirtle2
Embroidered all with leaves of myrtle;

A gown made of the finest wool

Which from our pretty lambs we pull;

Fair lined slippers for the cold,
15
With buckles of the purest gold;

A belt of straw and ivy buds,

With coral clasps and amber studs:

And if these pleasures may thee move,

Come live with me, and be my love.
20
The shepherds’ swains shall dance and sing

For thy delight each May morning:

If these delights thy mind may move,

Then live with me and be my love.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564–1616)
When my love swears that she is made of truth(1609)
CXXXVIII

When my love swears that she is made of truth,

I do believe her, though I know she lies,

That she might think me some untutor’d youth,

Unlearned in the world’s false subtleties.

Thus vainly thinking that she thinks me young,
5
Although she knows my days are past the best,

Simply I credit her false-speaking tongue:

On both sides thus is simple truth supprest.

But wherefore says she not she is unjust?

And wherefore say not I that I am old?
10
O! love’s best habit is in seeming trust,

And age in love loves not to have years told:

Therefore I lie with her, and she with me,

And in our faults by lies we flatter’d be.

ANONYMOUS

The Song of Solomon1
Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair; thou hast doves’ eyes within thy locks: thy hair is as a flock of goats, that appear from mount G∞ıl´e-∞ad.

2 Thy teeth are like a flock of sheep that are even shorn, which came up from the washing; whereof every one bear twins, and none is barren among them.

3 Thy lips are like a thread of scarlet, and thy speech is comely: thy temples are like a piece of a pomegranate within thy locks.

4 Thy neck is like the tower of David builded for an armory, whereon there hang a thousand bucklers, all shields of mighty men.

5 Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins, which feed among the lilies.

6 Until the day break, and the shadows flee away, I will get me to the mountain of myrrh, and to the hill of frankincense.

7 Thou art all fair, my love; there is no spot in thee.

8 ¶Come with me from Lebanon, my spouse, with me from Lebanon: look from the top of %Am´å-nå, from the top of She´nir and Hermon, from the lions’ dens, on the mountains of the leopards.

9 Thou hast ravished my heart, my sister, my spouse; thou hast ravished my heart with one of thine eyes, with one chain of thy neck.

10 How fair is thy love, my sister, my spouse! how much better is thy love than wine! and the smell of thine ointments than all spices!

11 Thy lips, O my spouse, drop as the honeycomb: honey and milk are under thy tongue; and the smell of thy garments is like the smell of Lebanon.

12 A garden inclosed is my sister, my spouse; a spring shut up, a fountain sealed.

13 Thy plants are an orchard of pomegranates, with pleasant fruits; camphire, with spikenard,

14 Spikenard and saffron; calamus and cinnamon, with all trees of frankincense; myrrh and aloes, with all the chief spices:

15 A fountain of gardens, a well of living waters, and streams from Lebanon.

16 ¶Awake, O north wind; and come, thou south; blow upon my garden, that the spices thereof may flow out. Let my beloved come into his garden, and eat his pleasant fruits.
JOHN DONNE (1572–1631)
The Sun Rising(1633)
Busy old fool, unruly sun,

Why dost thou thus,

Through windows, and through curtains call on us?

Must to thy motions lovers’ seasons run?

Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide
5
Late school-boys, and sour prentices,

Go tell court-huntsmen, that the King will ride,
Call country ants1 to harvest offices;

Love, all alike, no season knows, nor clime,

Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.
10
Thy beams, so reverend, and strong

Why shouldst thou think?

I could eclipse and cloud them with a wink,

But that I would not lose her sight so long:

If her eyes have not blinded thine,
15
Look, and tomorrow late, tell me,

Whether both the Indias2 of spice and mine

Be where thou left’st them, or lie here with me.

Ask for those kings whom thou saw’st yesterday,

And thou shalt hear, All here in one bed lay.
20
She is all states, and all princes, I,

Nothing else is.

Princes do but play us; compared to this,

All honour’s mimic; all wealth alchemy.

Thou sun art half as happy as we,
25

In that the world’s contracted thus;

Thine age asks ease, and since thy duties be

To warm the world, that’s done in warming us.

Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere;

This bed thy centre3 is, these walls, thy sphere.
30
JOHN DONNE (1572–1631)
The Canonization
(1633)
For God’s sake hold your tongue, and let me love,

Or chide my palsy, or my gout,

My five grey hairs, or ruined fortune flout,

With wealth your state, your mind with arts improve,

Take you a course, get you a place
5

Observe his Honour, or his Grace,

Or the King’s real, or his stamped face

Contemplate; what you will, approve,1
So you will let me love.

Alas, alas, who’s injured by my love?
10

What merchant’s ships have my sighs drowned?

Who says my tears have overflowed his ground?

When did my colds a forward spring remove?

When did the heats which my veins fill

Add one more to the plaguy bill?2
15
Soldiers find wars, and lawyers find out still

Litigious men, which quarrels move,

Though she and I do love.

Call us what you will, we are made such by love;

Call her one, me another fly,
20

We are tapers too, and at our own cost die,3
And we in us find the Eagle and the Dove.

The Phoenix riddle hath more wit

By us; we two being one, are it.

So to one neutral thing both sexes fit,
25
We die and rise the same, and prove

Mysterious by this love.

We can die by it, if not live by love,

And if unfit for tombs and hearse

Our legend be, it will be fit for verse;
30

And if no piece of chronicle we prove,

We’ll build in sonnets pretty rooms;

As well a well-wrought urn becomes

The greatest ashes, as half-acre tombs,

And by these hymns, all shall approve
35
Us canonized for love:

And thus invoke us; ‘You whom reverend love

Made one another’s hermitage;

You, to whom love was peace, that now is rage;

Who did the whole world’s soul contract, and drove
40
Into the glasses of your eyes

(So made such mirrors, and such spies,

That they did all to you epitomize),

Countries, towns, courts: beg from above

A pattern of your love!’
45
ANDREW MARVELL (1621–1678)

To His Coy Mistress
(1681)
Had we but world enough, and time,

This coyness, Lady, were no crime.

We would sit down, and think which way

To walk, and pass our long love’s day.

Thou by the Indian Ganges’ side
5
Shouldst rubies find; I by the tide

Of Humber would complain. I would

Love you ten years before the Flood,

And you should, if you please, refuse

Till the Conversion of the Jews.
10
My vegetable1 love should grow

Vaster than empires and more slow;

An hundred years should go to praise

Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze;

Two hundred to adore each breast,
15
But thirty thousand to the rest;

An age at least to every part,

And the last age should show your heart.

For, Lady, you deserve this state,

Nor would I love at lower rate.
20
But at my back I always hear

Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near;

And yonder all before us lie

Deserts of vast eternity.

Thy beauty shall no more be found,
25
Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound

My echoing song; then worms shall try

That long-preserved virginity,

And your quaint honour turn to dust,

And into ashes all my lust:
30
The grave’s a fine and private place,

But none, I think, do there embrace.

Now therefore, while the youthful hue

Sits on thy skin like morning dew,

And while thy willing soul transpires
35
At every pore with instant fires,

Now let us sport us while we may,

And now, like amorous birds of prey,

Rather at once our time devour

Than languish in his slow chapt2 power.
40
Let us roll all our strength and all

Our sweetness up into one ball,

And tear our pleasures with rough strife

Thorough3 the iron gates of life;

Thus, though we cannot make our sun
45
Stand still, yet we will make him run.
ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING (1806–1861)
How Do I Love Thee?
(1850)
How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight

For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.

I love thee to the level of everyday’s
5

Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.

I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;

I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise.

I love thee with the passion put to use

In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.
10

I love thee with a love I seemed to lose

With my lost saints,—I love thee with the breath,

Smiles, tears, of all my life!—and, if God choose,

I shall but love thee better after death.

WALT WHITMAN (1819–1892)
To a Stranger
(1860)
Passing stranger! you do not know how longingly I look upon you,

You must be he I was seeking, or she I was seeking (it comes to me 
as of a dream,)

I have somewhere surely lived a life of joy with you,

All is recall’d as we flit by each other, fluid, affectionate, chaste,
5


matured,

You grew up with me, were a boy with me or a girl with me,

I ate with you and slept with you, your body has become not yours


only nor left my body mine only,

You give me the pleasure of your eyes, face, flesh, as we pass, you
10

take of my beard, breast, hands, in return,
I am not to speak to you, I am to think of you when I sit alone or


wake at night alone,

I am to wait, I do not doubt I am to meet you again,

I am to see to it that I do not lose you.
15
WALT WHITMAN (1819–1892)
I Saw in Louisiana a Live-Oak Growing
(1860)
I saw in Louisiana a live-oak growing,

All alone stood it and the moss hung down from the branches,

Without any companion it grew there uttering joyous leaves of dark green,

And its look, rude, unbending, lusty, made me think of myself,
5
But I wonder’d how it could utter joyous leaves standing alone there


without its friend near, for I knew I could not,

And I broke off a twig with a certain number of leaves upon it, and twined around it a little moss,

And brought it away, and I have placed it in sight in my room, 
10
It is not needed to remind me as of my own dear friends,

(For I believe lately I think of little else than of them,)

Yet it remains to me a curious token, it makes me think of manly love;

For all that, and though the live-oak glistens there in Louisiana solitary


in a wide flat space,
15
Uttering joyous leaves all its life without a friend a lover near,

I know very well I could not.
EMILY DICKINSON (1830–1886)
My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun
(1863)
My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun—

In Corners—till a Day

The Owner passed—identified—

And carried Me away—

And now We roam in Sovreign Woods—
5

And now We hunt the Doe—

And every time I speak for Him—

The Mountains straight reply—

And do I smile, such cordial light

Upon the Valley glow—
10
It is as a Vesuvian face

Had let it’s pleasure through—

And when at Night—Our good Day done—

I guard My Master’s Head—

’Tis better than the Eider-Duck’s
15
Deep Pillow—to have shared—

To foe of His—I’m deadly foe—

None stir the second time—

On whom I lay a Yellow Eye—

Or an emphatic Thumb—
20

Though I than He—may longer live

He longer must—than I—

For I have but the power to kill,

Without—the power to die—
AMY LOWELL (1874–1925)
A Decade
(1919)
When you came, you were like red wine

and honey,
And the taste of you burnt my mouth

with its sweetness.

Now you are like morning bread,
5

Smooth and pleasant.

I hardly taste you at all for I know your

savour,

But I am completely nourished.
ALBERTA HUNTER (1895–1984)
& LOVIE AUSTIN (1887–1972)
song: Down Hearted Blues
(1922)
Gee, but it’s hard to love someone, when that someone don’t love you.

I’m so disgusted, heartbroken too. I’ve got the downhearted blues.

Once I was crazy about a man. He mistreated me all the time.

The next man I get, he’s got to promise to be mine, all mine.

’Cause you mistreated me, and you drove me from your door.
5
You mistreated me, and you drove me from your door.

But the Good Book says, “You’ve got to reap just what you sow.”

Trouble, trouble, seems like I’ve had it all my days.

Trouble, trouble, seems like I’ve had it all my days.

Sometime I think trouble is gonna follow me to my grave.
10
I ain’t never loved but three men in my life.

Lord, I ain’t never loved but three men in my life.

One’s my father, and my brother, and the man that wrecked my life.

Now it may be a week, and it may be a month or two.

I said, it may be a week, and it may be a month or two.
15
All the dirt you’re doing to me is, honey, coming back home to you.

I’ve got the world in a jug and the stopper in my hand.

I’ve got the world in a jug and the stopper in my hand.

And if you want me, pretty papa, you’ve got to come under my command.
CLAUDE McKAY (1890–1948)
The Harlem Dancer
(1922)
Applauding youths laughed with young prostitutes

And watched her perfect, half-clothed body sway;

Her voice was like the sound of blended flutes

Blown by black players upon a picnic day.

She sang and danced on gracefully and calm,
5
The light gauze hanging loose about her form;

To me she seemed a proudly-swaying palm

Grown lovelier for passing through a storm.

Upon her swarthy neck black shiny curls

Luxuriant fell; and tossing coins in praise,
10

The wine-flushed, bold-eyed boys, and even the girls,

Devoured her shape with eager, passionate gaze;

But looking at her falsely-smiling face,

I knew her self was not in that strange place.
WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS (1865–1939)
Leda and the Swan1
(1923)
A sudden blow: the great wings beating still

Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed

By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,

He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.

How can those terrified vague fingers push
5

The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?

And how can body, laid in that white rush,

But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders there

The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
10
And Agamemnon dead.

Being so caught up,

So mastered by the brute blood of the air,

Did she put on his knowledge with his power

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?
15
LOUISE BOGAN (1897–1970)
Women
(1923)
Women have no wilderness in them,

They are provident instead,

Content in the tight hot cell of their hearts

To eat dusty bread.

They do not see cattle cropping red winter grass,
5

They do not hear

Snow water going down under culverts

Shallow and clear.

They wait, when they should turn to journeys,

They stiffen, when they should bend.
10

They use against themselves that benevolence

To which no man is friend.

They cannot think of so many crops to a field

Or of clean wood cleft by an axe.

Their love is an eager meaninglessness
15

Too tense, or too lax.

They hear in every whisper that speaks to them

A shout and a cry.

As like as not, when they take life over their door-sills

They should let it go by.
20
GLADYS BENTLEY (1907–1960)
song: How Much Can I Stand?
(1928)
I’ve heard about your lovers

Your pinks and browns

I’ve heard about your sheiks

And hand me downs

I’ve got a man
5

I’ve loved all the while

But now he treats me

Like a darn bad child

One time he said my sugar

Was so sweet
10

But now for his dessert

He goes across the street

How much of that dog can I stand?

My man’s love

Has got so cold and dead
15

That now he has to wear

An overcoat to bed

How much of that dog can I stand?

Women selling snakeskins

And alligator tails
20

Tryin to get money

To get my man out of jail

How much of that dog can I stand?

Said I was an angel

He was born to treat me right
25

Who in the devil ever heard of angels

That get beat up every night

How much of that dog can I stand?

Went down to the drug store

Asked the clerk for a dose
30
But when I received the poison

I eyed it very close

Lord, how much of this dog can I stand?

Come home from work

Feelin’ tired and sore
35
He makes me shove my money

Underneath my front door

How much of that dog can I stand?

The next man I get

Must be guaranteed
40
When I walk down the aisle

You’re gonna hear me scream

How much of this dog can I stand?

EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY (1892–1950)

Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink
(1931)
Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink

Nor slumber nor a roof against the rain;

Nor yet a floating spar to men that sink

And rise and sink and rise and sink again;

Love can not fill the thickened lung with breath,
5
Nor clean the blood, nor set the fractured bone;

Yet many a man is making friends with death

Even as I speak, for lack of love alone.

It well may be that in a difficult hour,

Pinned down by pain and moaning for release,
10
Or nagged by want past resolution’s power,

I might be driven to sell your love for peace,

Or trade the memory of this night for food.

It well may be. I do not think I would.

GWENDOLYN BROOKS (b. 1917)
when you have forgotten Sunday: the love story
(1945)

—And when you have forgotten the bright bedclothes

on a Wednesday and a Saturday,

And most especially when you have forgotten Sunday—

When you have forgotten Sunday halves in bed,

Or me sitting on the front-room radiator in the limping
5

afternoon

Looking off down the long street

To nowhere,

Hugged by my plain old wrapper of no-expectation

And nothing-I-have-to-do and I’m-happy-why?
10

And if-Monday-never-had-to-come—

When you have forgotten that, I say,

And how you swore, if somebody beeped the bell,

And how my heart played hopscotch if the telephone

rang;
15
And how we finally went in to Sunday dinner,

That is to say, went across the front room floor to the

ink-spotted table in the southwest corner

To Sunday dinner, which was always chicken and

noodles
20

Or chicken and rice

And salad and rye bread and tea

And chocolate chip cookies—

I say, when you have forgotten that,

When you have forgotten my little presentiment
25

That the war would be over before they got to you;

And how we finally undressed and whipped out the

light and flowed into bed,

And lay loose-limbed for a moment in the week-end

Bright bedclothes,
30
Then gently folded into each other—

When you have, I say, forgotten all that,

Then you may tell,

Then I may believe

You have forgotten me well.
35

OWEN DODSON (1914–1983)
Drunken Lover
(1946)
This is the stagnant hour:

The dead communion between mouth and mouth,

The drunken kiss lingered,

The dreadful equator south.

This is the hour of impotence
5

When the unfulfilled is unfulfilled.

Only the stale breath is anxious

And warm. All else is stilled.

Why did I come to this reek,

This numb time, this level?
10

Only for you, my love, only for you

Could I endure this devil.

I dreamed when I was

A pimply and urgent adolescent

Of these hours when love would be fire
15
And you the steep descent.

My mouth’s inside is like cotton,

Your arm is dead on my arm.

What I pictured so lovely and spring

Is August and fungus calm.
20

O lover, draw away, grow small, go magic,

O lover, disappear into the tick of this bed;

Open all the windows to the north

For the wind to cool my head.
LÉOPOLD SÉDAR SENGHOR (b. 1906)
You Held the Black Face
(1949)
Translated by Gerald Moore and Ulli Beier.

(for Khalam)

You held the black face of the warrior between your hands

Which seemed with fateful twilight luminous.

From the hill I watched the sunset in the bays of your eyes.

When shall I see my land again, the pure horizon of your face?

When shall I sit at the table of your dark breasts?
5

The nest of sweet decisions lies in the shade.

I shall see different skies and different eyes,

And shall drink from the sources of other lips, fresher than lemons,

I shall sleep under the roofs of other hair, protected from storms.

But every year, when the rum of spring kindles the veins afresh,
10

I shall mourn anew my home, and the rain of your eyes over the
thirsty savannah.

LANGSTON HUGHES (1902–1967)
Mellow
(1951)
Into the laps

of black celebrities

white girls fall

like pale plums from a tree

beyond a high tension wall
5

wired for killing

which makes it

more thrilling.

GREGORY CORSO (b. 1930)
Marriage
(1960)
Should I get married? Should I be good?

Astound the girl next door

with my velvet suit and faustus hood?

Don’t take her to movies but to cemeteries

tell all about werewolf bathtubs and forked clarinets
5

then desire her and kiss her and all the preliminaries

and she going just so far and I understanding why

not getting angry saying You must feel! It’s beautiful to feel!

Instead take her in my arms

lean against an old crooked tombstone
10
and woo her the entire night the constellations in the sky—

When she introduces me to her parents

back straightened, hair finally combed, strangled by a tie,

should I sit knees together on their 3rd degree sofa

and not ask Where’s the bathroom?
15
How else to feel other than I am,

often thinking Flash Gordon1 soap—

O how terrible it must be for a young man

seated before a family and the family thinking

We never saw him before! He wants our Mary Lou!
20
After tea and homemade cookies they ask

What do you do for a living?

Should I tell them? Would they like me then?

Say All right get married, we’re not losing a daughter

we’re gaining a son—
25

And should I then ask Where’s the bathroom?

O God, and the wedding! All her family and her friends

and only a handful of mine all scroungy and bearded

just wait to get at the drinks and food—

And the priest! he looking at me as if I masturbated
30

asking me Do you take this woman

for your lawful wedded wife!

And I trembling what to say say Pie Glue!

I kiss the bride all those corny men slapping me on the back

She’s all yours, boy! Ha-ha-ha!
35

And in their eyes you could see

some obscene honeymoon going on—

Then all that absurd rice and clanky cans and shoes

Niagara Falls! Hordes of us!

Husbands! Wives! Flowers! Chocolates!
40

All streaming into cosy hotels

All going to do the same thing tonight

The indifferent clerk he knowing what was going to happen

The lobby zombies they knowing what

The whistling elevator man he knowing
45

The winking bellboy knowing

Everybody knowing!

I’d be almost inclined not to do anything!

Stay up all night! Stare that hotel clerk in the eye!

Screaming: I deny honeymoon! I deny honeymoon!
50
running rampant into those almost climactic suites

yelling Radio belly! Cat shovel!

O I’d live in Niagara forever! in a dark cave beneath the Falls

I’d sit there the Mad Honeymooner

devising ways to break marriages, a scourge of bigamy
55
a saint of divorce—

But I should get married I should be good

How nice it’d be to come home to her

and sit by the fireplace and she in the kitchen

aproned young and lovely wanting my baby
60

and so happy about me she burns the roast beef

and comes crying to me and I get up from my big papa chair

saying Christmas teeth! Radiant brains! Apple deaf!

God what a husband I’d make! Yes, I should get married!

So much to do! like sneaking into Mr Jones’ house late at night
65
and cover his golf clubs with 1920 Norwegian books

Like hanging a picture of Rimbaud on the lawnmower

Like pasting Tannu Tuva2 postage stamps

all over the picket fence

Like when Mrs Kindhead comes to collect
70
for the Community Chest

grab her and tell her There are unfavourable omens in the sky!

And when the mayor comes to get my vote tell him

When are you going to stop people killing whales!

And when the milkman comes leave him a note in the bottle
75
Penguin dust, bring me penguin dust, I want penguin dust—

Yet if I should get married and it’s Connecticut and snow

and she gives birth to a child and I am sleepless, worn,

up for nights, head bowed against a quiet window

the past behind me,
80

finding myself in the most common of situations

a trembling man knowledged with responsibility

not twig-smear nor Roman coin soup—

O what would that be like!

Surely I’d give it for a nipple a rubber Tacitus
85
For a rattle a bag of broken Bach records

Tack Della Francesca all over its crib

Sew the Greek alphabet on its bib

And build for its playpen a roofless Parthenon

No, I doubt I’d be that kind of father
90

not rural not snow no quiet window

but hot smelly tight New York City

seven flights up, roaches and rats in the walls

a fat Reichian3 wife screeching over potatoes Get a job!

And five nose running brats in love with Batman4
95
And the neighbours all toothless and dry haired

like those hag masses of the 18th century

all wanting to come in and watch TV

The landlord wants his rent

Grocery store Blue Cross Gas & Electric Knights of Columbus
100
Impossible to lie back and dream

Telephone snow, ghost parking—

No! I should not get married I should never get married!

But—imagine if I were married

to a beautiful sophisticated woman
105
tall and pale wearing an elegant black dress

and long black gloves

holding a cigarette holder in one hand

and a highball in the other

and we lived high up in a penthouse with a huge window
110
from which we could see all of New York

and even farther on clearer days

No, can’t imagine myself married to that pleasant prison dream—

O but what about love? I forget love

not that I am incapable of love
115
it’s just that I see love as odd as wearing shoes—

I never wanted to marry a girl who was like my mother

And Ingrid Bergman5 was always impossible

And there’s maybe a girl now but she’s already married

And I don’t like men and—
120
but there’s got to be somebody!

Because what if I’m 60 years old and not married,

all alone in a furnished room with pee stains on my underwear

and everybody else is married!

All the universe married but me!
125
Ah, yet well I know that were a woman possible as I am possible

then marriage would be possible—

Like SHE6 in her lonely alien gaud waiting her Egyptian lover

so I wait—bereft of 2,000 years and the bath of life.

NAYO (BARBARA MALCOLM) (b. 1940)
First Time I Was Sweet Sixteen
(1969)
First time I was sweet sixteen

marriage license, zircon ring—all legit

he was captain of the football team
and hero of all the chicks

and I was hot stuff cause I caught him
5

then after graduation  

the military, stockade, dishonorable discharge

job after job and all that

he was still captain of the football team


and hero of all the chicks
10

and I got tired of being the football

so, picked up my two babies and split

But I was scared, you see, insecure

I needed a cat to pay the bills

and along come this big shouldered honey
15

told me his shoulders were big enough—

swept me right into his “protective” arms.

Never saw a cat work 40 hours a week

plus overtime and never have a cent

Never saw so many cut-off and
20

shut-off men in my life

Everything got mighty quiet

the radio wouldn’t sizzle (electricity cut off)

meat wouldn’t sizzle (gas was off)

babies wouldn’t cry (they were too sick)
25
not even a drip from the water faucet

and him—he didn’t have a word to say

too quiet for me—so I up and split

five babies by now

Welfare check was better than that
30
didn’t need no no-good man no how

I’d make it on my own

be independent

cept it’s hard to sleep in a cold bed

and ain’t no sedative for loneliness
35
so when this beau-ti-ful cat comes rapping

tongue like it was pure silk

I was gone again—nose wide open—

and oops—knocked up again

Haven’t seen him for a couple of weeks
40
not since I happened to be

where he happened to be

’cept he wasn’t alone.

Maybe he’ll come home after while

I hope so—I won’t hit him with the frying pan.
45
Anyway meanwhile I was just sitting here—

thinking—rocking—and getting big—

I’m really a good woman—
fit to be loved.

MARGE PIERCY (b. 1936)
The woman in the ordinary
(1970)
The woman in the ordinary pudgy downcast girl

is crouching with eyes and muscles clenched.

Round and pebble smooth she effaces herself

under ripples of conversation and debate.

The woman in the block of ivory soap
5
has massive thighs that neigh,

great breasts that blare and strong arms that trumpet.

The woman of the golden fleece

laughs uproariously from the belly

inside the girl who imitates
10
a Christmas card virgin with glued hands,

who fishes for herself in other’s eyes,

who stoops and creeps to make herself smaller.

In her bottled up is a woman peppery as curry,

a yam of a woman of butter and brass,
15
compounded of acid and sweet like a pineapple,

like a handgrenade set to explode,

like goldenrod ready to bloom.

ADRIENNE RICH (b. 1929)
Trying to Talk with a Man
(1971)
Out in this desert we are testing bombs,

that’s why we came here.

Sometimes I feel an underground river

forcing its way between deformed cliffs

an acute angle of understanding
5

moving itself like a locus of the sun

into this condemned scenery.

What we’ve had to give up to get here—

whole LP collections, films we starred in

playing in the neighborhoods, bakery windows
10
full of dry, chocolate-filled Jewish cookies,

the language of love-letters, of suicide notes,

afternoons on the riverbank

pretending to be children

Coming out to this desert
15
we meant to change the face of

driving among dull green succulents

walking at noon in the ghost town

surrounded by a silence

that sounds like the silence of the place
20

except that it came with us

and is familiar

and everything we were saying until now

was an effort to blot it out—

Coming out here we are up against it
25
Out here I feel more helpless

with you than without you

You mention the danger

and list the equipment

we talk of people caring for each other
30

in emergencies—laceration, thirst—

but you look at me like an emergency

Your dry heat feels like power

your eyes are stars of a different magnitude

they reflect lights that spell out: EXIT
35
when you get up and pace the floor

talking of the danger

as if it were not ourselves

as if we were testing anything else.

ADRIENNE RICH (b. 1929)
Diving into the Wreck
(1972)
First having read the book of myths,

and loaded the camera,

and checked the edge of the knife-blade,

I put on

the body-armor of black rubber
5
the absurd flippers

the grave and awkward mask.

I am having to do this

not like Cousteau with his

assiduous team
10
aboard the sun-flooded schooner

but here alone.

There is a ladder.

The ladder is always there

hanging innocently
15
close to the side of the schooner.

We know what it is for,

we who have used it.

Otherwise

it’s a piece of maritime floss
20
some sundry equipment.

I go down.

Rung after rung and still

the oxygen immerses me

the blue light
25
the clear atoms

of our human air.

I go down.

My flippers cripple me,

I crawl like an insect down the ladder
30
and there is no one

to tell me when the ocean

will begin.

First the air is blue and then

it is bluer and then green and then
35
black I am blacking out and yet

my mask is powerful

it pumps my blood with power

the sea is another story

the sea is not a question of power
40
I have to learn alone

to turn my body without force

in the deep element.

And now: it is easy to forget

what I came for
45
among so many who have always

lived here

swaying their crenellated1 fans

between the reefs

and besides
50
you breathe differently down here.

I came to explore the wreck.

The words are purposes.

The words are maps.

I came to see the damage that was done
55
and the treasures that prevail.

I stroke the beam of my lamp

slowly along the flank

of something more permanent

than fish or weed
60
the thing I came for:

the wreck and not the story of the wreck

the thing itself and not the myth

the drowned face always staring

toward the sun
65
the evidence of damage

worn by salt and sway into this threadbare beauty

the ribs of the disaster

curving their assertion

among the tentative haunters.
70
This is the place.

And I am here, the mermaid whose dark hair

streams black, the merman in his armored body

We circle silently

about the wreck
75
we dive into the hold.

I am she: I am he

whose drowned face sleeps with open eyes

whose breasts still bear the stress

whose silver, copper, vermeil cargo lies
80
obscurely inside barrels

half-wedged and left to rot

we are the half-destroyed instruments

that once held to a course

the water-eaten log
85
the fouled compass

We are, I am, you are

by cowardice or courage

the one who find our way

back to this scene
90
carrying a knife, a camera

a book of myths

in which

our names do not appear.

MURIEL RUKEYSER (1913–1980)

Looking at Each Other
(1973)
Yes, we were looking at each other

Yes, we knew each other very well

Yes, we had made love with each other many times

Yes, we had heard music together

Yes, we had gone to the sea together
5
Yes, we had cooked and eaten together

Yes, we had laughed often day and night

Yes, we fought violence and knew violence

Yes, we hated the inner and outer oppression

Yes, that day we were looking at each other
10
Yes, we saw the sunlight pouring down

Yes, the corner of the table was between us

Yes, bread and flowers were on the table

Yes, our eyes saw each other’s eyes

Yes, our mouths saw each other’s mouth
15
Yes, our breasts saw each other’s breasts

Yes, our bodies entire saw each other

Yes, it was beginning in each

Yes, it threw waves across our lives

Yes, the pulses were becoming very strong
20
Yes, the beating became very delicate

Yes, the calling    the arousal

Yes, the arriving    the coming

Yes, there it was for both entire

Yes, we were looking at each other
25
MURIEL RUKEYSER (1913–1980)
Waiting For Icarus1 
(1973)
He said he would be back and we’d drink wine together

He said that everything would be better than before

He said we were on the edge of a new relation

He said he would never again cringe before his father

He said that he was going to invent full-time
5

He said he loved me that going into me

He said was going into the world and the sky

He said all the buckles were very firm

He said the wax was the best wax

He said Wait for me here on the beach
10
He said Just don’t cry

I remember the gulls and the waves

I remember the islands going dark on the sea

I remember the girls laughing

I remember they said he only wanted to get away from me
15
I remember mother saying: Inventors are like poets,

a trashy lot

I remember she told me those who try out inventions are

worse

I remember she added: Women who love such are the worst
20
of all

I have been waiting all day, or perhaps longer.

I would have liked to try those wings myself.

It would have been better than this.
MARGE PIERCY (b. 1936)
Barbie Doll 
(1973)
This girlchild was born as usual

and presented dolls that did pee-pee

and miniature GE stoves and irons

and wee lipsticks the color of cherry candy.

Then in the magic of puberty, a classmate said:
5
You have a great big nose and fat legs.

She was healthy, tested intelligent,

possessed strong arms and back,

abundant sexual drive and manual dexterity.

She went to and fro apologizing.
10
Everyone saw a fat nose on thick legs.

She was advised to play coy,

exhorted to come on hearty,

exercise, diet, smile and wheedle.

Her good nature wore out
15
like a fan belt.

So she cut off her nose and her legs

and offered them up.

In the casket displayed on satin she lay

with the undertaker’s cosmetics painted on,
20
a turned-up putty nose,

dressed in a pink and white nightie.

Doesn’t she look pretty? everyone said.

Consummation at last.

To every woman a happy ending.
25
ntozake shange (b. 1948)
somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff1
(1976)
somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff

not my poems or a dance i gave up in the street

but somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff

like a kleptomaniac workin hard & forgettin while stealin

this is mine/ this aint yr stuff/
5
now why dont you put me back & let me hang out in my own self

somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff

& didnt care enuf to send a note home sayin

i waz late for my solo conversation

or two sizes too small for my own tacky skirts
10
what can anybody do wit somethin of no value on

a open market/ did you getta dime for my things/

hey man/ where are you goin wid alla my stuff/

this is a woman’s trip & i need my stuff/

to ohh & ahh abt/ daddy/ i gotta mainline number
15
from my own shit/ now wontchu put me back/ & let

me play this duet/ wit this silver ring in my nose/

honest to god/ somebody almost run off wit alla my stuff/

& i didn’t bring anythin but the kick & sway of it

the perfect ass for my man & none of it is theirs
20
this is mine/ ntozake ‘her own things’/ that’s my name/

now give me my stuff/ i see ya hidin my laugh/ & how i

sit wif my legs open sometimes/ to give my crotch

some sunlight/ & there goes my love my toes my chewed

up finger nails/ niggah/ wif the curls in yr hair/
25
mr. louisiana hot link/ i want my stuff back/

my rhythms & my voice/ open my mouth/ & let me talk ya

outta/ throwin my shit in the sewar/ this is some delicate

leg & whimsical kiss/ i gotta have to give to my choice/

without you runnin off wit alla my shit/
30
now you cant have me less i give me away/ & i waz

doin all that/ til ya run off on a good thing/

who is this you left me wit/ some simple bitch

widda bad attitude/ i wants my things/

i want my arm wit the hot iron scar/ & my leg wit the
35
flea bite/ i want my calloused feet & quik language back

in my mouth/ fried plantains/ pineapple pear juice/

sun-ra2 & joseph & jules/ i want my own things/ how i lived them/

& give me my memories/ how i waz when i waz there/

you cant have them or do nothin wit them/
40
stealin my shit from me/ dont make it yrs/ makes it stolen/

somebody almost run off wit alla my stuff/ & i waz standin

there/ lookin at myself/ the whole time

& it waznt a spirit took my stuff/ waz a man whose

ego walked round like Rodan’s3 shadow/ waz a man faster
45
n my innocence/ waz a lover/ i made too much

room for/ almost run off wit alla my stuff/

& i didn’t know i’d give it up so quik/ & the one running wit it/

dont know he got it/ & i’m shoutin this is mine/ & he dont

know he got it/ my stuff is the anonymous ripped off treasure
50
of the year/ did you know somebody almost got away with me/

me in a plastic bag under their arm/ me

danglin on a string of personal carelessness/ i’m spattered wit

mud & city rain/ & no i didn’t get a chance to take a douche/
hey man/ this is not your perogative/ i gotta have me in my
55
pocket/ to get round like a good woman shd/ & make the poem

in the pot or the chicken in the dance/ what i got to do/

i gotta have my stuff to do it to/

why dont ya find yr own things/ & leave this package

of me for my destiny/ what ya got to get from me/
60
i’ll give it to ya/ yeh/ i’ll give it to ya/

round 5:00 in the winter/ when the sky is blue-red/

& Dew City is gettin pressed/ if it’s really my stuff/

ya gotta give it to me/ if ya really want it/ i’m

the only one/ can handle it
65
JACK ANDERSON (b. 1935)
A Lecture on Avant-Garde Art
(1977)
Look in the Salon des Refuse´s1 of most periods

and there will hang the homosexuals,

labeled by critics

“contrary to nature.”

Now, to use a familiar set of distinctions, what
5
exists but is not nature must be art;

yet art is also an imitation

of some process of nature: so art, too, is natural,

whatever its manner.

Art may evolve through accretions of tradition
10
or leap ahead into the unknown.

This form of expression, the gay life

so maddening and unimaginable to some,

necessarily involves a leap into the unknown,

for its traditions, such as they are, are shadowy.
15
Note how, on every side, images proclaim

and sustain the straight life. In parks and town squares

one may behold the monumental figures of, say,

Cohibere guarding his family from the Amplecti,

of Scruta and Amentia denouncing the barbarians,
20
or of the marriage of Turpa and Insulsus2 on the battlefield.

Images of the gay life, in contrast, are obscure, are

curiosities kept locked from the public in cabinets: in consequence,

gay lives must style themselves with craft,

with daring. Many fail. Even so,
25
some grow amazing and beautiful.

And since such triumphs are typically achieved

midst general bewilderment and in defiance

of academic theory, the gay life

deserves to be ranked among
30
the significant examples of art, past and present.

And because it has disordered whatever may be

the accustomed ways of seeing in its time,

it is therefore avant-garde,

naturally avant-garde.
35
NTOZAKE SHANGE (b. 1948)
With No Immediate Cause
(1978)
every 3 minutes a woman is beaten

every five minutes a

woman is raped/every ten minutes

a lil girl is molested

yet i rode the subway today
5
i sat next to an old man who

may have beaten his old wife

3 minutes ago or 3 days/30 years ago

he might have sodomized his

daughter but i sat there
10
cuz the young men on the train

might beat some young women

later in the day or tomorrow

i might not shut my door fast

enuf/push hard enuf
15
every 3 minutes it happens

some woman’s innocence

rushes to her cheeks/pours from her mouth

like the betsy wetsy dolls have been torn

apart/their mouths
20
menses red & split/every

three minutes a shoulder

is jammed through plaster and the oven door/

chairs push thru the rib cage/hot water or

boiling sperm decorate her body
25
i rode the subway today

& bought a paper from a

man who might

have held his old lady onto

a hot pressing iron/i dont know
30
maybe he catches lil girls in the

park & rips open their behinds

with steel rods/i can’t decide

what he might have done i only

know every 3 minutes
35
every 5 minutes every 10 minutes/so

i bought the paper

looking for the announcement

the discovery/of the dismembered

woman’s body/the
40
victims have not all been

identified/today they are

naked and dead/refuse to

testify/one girl out of 10’s not

coherent/i took the coffee
45
& spit it up/i found an

announcement/not the woman’s

bloated body in the river/floating

not the child bleeding in the

59th street corridor/not the baby
50
broken on the floor/

“there is some concern

that alleged battered women

might start to murder their

husbands & lovers with no
55
immediate cause”

i spit up i vomit i am screaming

we all have immediate cause

every 3 minutes

every 5 minutes
60
every 10 minutes

every day

women’s bodies are found

in alleys & bedrooms/at the top of the stairs

before i ride the subway/buy a paper/drink
65
coffee/i must know/

have you hurt a woman today

did you beat a woman today

throw a child across a room

are the lil girl’s panties
70
in yr pocket

did you hurt a woman today

i have to ask these obscene questions

the authorities require me to

establish
75
immediate cause

every three minutes

every five minutes

every ten minutes

every day.
80
ADRIENNE RICH (b. 1929)
From Twenty-one Love Poems
(1978)

XI

Every peak is a crater. This is the law of volcanoes,

making them eternally and visibly female.

No height without depth, without a burning core,

though our straw soles shred on the hardened lava.

I want to travel with you to every sacred mountain
5
smoking within like the sibyl stooped over her tripod,

I want to reach for your hand as we scale the path,

to feel your arteries glowing in my clasp,

never failing to note the small, jewel-like flower

unfamiliar to us, nameless till we rename her,
10
that clings to the slowly altering rock—

that detail outside ourselves that brings us to ourselves,

was here before us, knew we would come, and sees beyond us.
JANICE MIRIKITANI (b. 1942)
Breaking Tradition
(1978)

for my Daughter

My daughter denies she is like me,

Her secretive eyes avoid mine.


She reveals the hatreds of womanhood


already veiled behind music and smoke and telephones.

I want to tell her about the empty room
5


of myself.


This room we lock ourselves in


where whispers live like fungus,


giggles about small breasts and cellulite,


where we confine ourselves to jealousies,
10

bedridden by menstruation.


This waiting room where we feel our hands


are useless, dead speechless clamps


that need hospitals and forceps and kitchens


and plugs and ironing boards to make them useful.
15
I deny I am like my mother. I remember why:


She kept her room neat with silence,


defiance smothered in requirements to be otonashii,1

passion and loudness wrapped in an obi,2

her steps confined to ceremony,
20

the weight of her sacrifice she carried like


a foetus. Guilt passed on in our bones.

I want to break tradition—unlock this room


where women dress in the dark.


Discover the lies my mother told me.
25

The lies that we are small and powerless


that our possibilities must be compressed


to the size of pearls, displayed only as


passive chokers, charms around our neck.

Break Tradition.
30

I want to tell my daughter of this room


of myself


filled with tears of violins,


the light in my hands,


poems about madness,
35

the music of yellow guitars—


sounds shaken from barbed wire and


goodbyes and miracles of survival.


This room of open window where daring ones escape.

My daughter denies she is like me
40

her secretive eyes are walls of smoke


and music and telephones,


her pouting ruby lips, her skirts


swaying to salsa, teena marie and the stones,3

her thighs displayed in carnivals of color.
45

I do not know the contents of her room.

She mirrors my aging.

She is breaking tradition.

MARGE PIERCY (b. 1936)
Right to Life
(1979)
A woman is not a pear tree

thrusting her fruit in mindless fecundity

into the world. Even pear trees bear

heavily one year and rest and grow the next.

An orchard gone wild drops few warm rotting
5
fruit in the grass but the trees stretch

high and wiry gifting the birds forty

feet up among inch long thorns

broken atavistically from the smooth wood.

A woman is not a basket you place
10
your buns in to keep them warm. Not a brood

hen you can slip duck eggs under.

Not a purse holding the coins of your

descendants till you spend them in wars.

Not a bank where your genes gather interest
15
and interesting mutations in the tainted

rain, any more than you are.

You plant corn and you harvest

it to eat or sell. You put the lamb

in the pasture to fatten and haul it in
20
to butcher for chops. You slice

the mountain in two for a road and gouge

the high plains for coal and the waters

run muddy for miles and years.

Fish die but you do not call them yours
25
unless you wished to eat them.

Now you legislate mineral rights in a woman.

You lay claim to her pastures for grazing,

fields for growing babies like iceberg

lettuce. You value children so dearly
30
that none ever go hungry, none weep

with no one to tend them when mothers

work, none lack fresh fruit,

none chew lead or cough to death and your

orphanages are empty. Every noon the best
35
restaurants serve poor children steaks.

At this moment at nine o’clock a partera1
is performing a table top abortion on an

unwed mother in Texas who can’t get Medicaid

any longer. In five days she will die
40
of tetanus and her little daughter will cry

and be taken away. Next door a husband

and wife are sticking pins in the son

they did not want. They will explain

for hours how wicked he is,
45
how he wants discipline.

We are all born of woman, in the rose

of the womb we suckled our mother’s blood

and every baby born has a right to love

like a seedling to sun. Every baby born
50
unloved, unwanted is a bill that will come

due in twenty years with interest, an anger

that must find a target, a pain that will

beget pain. A decade downstream a child

screams, a woman falls, a synagogue is torched,
55
a firing squad is summoned, a button

is pushed and the world burns.

I will choose what enters me, what becomes

flesh of my flesh. Without choice, no politics,

no ethics lives. I am not your cornfield,
60
not your uranium mine, not your calf

for fattening, not your cow for milking.

You may not use me as your factory.

Priests and legislators do not hold

shares in my womb or my mind.
65
This is my body. If I give it to you

I want it back. My life

is a non-negotiable demand.

ALICE BLOCH (b. 1947)
Six Years
(1983)
for Nancy

A friend calls us

an old married couple

I flinch

you don’t mind

On the way home
5
you ask why I got upset

We are something

like what she said

you say  I say

No

10
We aren’t married

No one has blessed

this union  no one

gave us kitchen gadgets

We bought our own blender
15
We built our common life

in the space between the laws

Six years

What drew us together

a cartographer  a magnetic force
20
our bodies  our speech

the wind  a hunger

Listeners both

we talked

I wanted: your lean wired energy
25
control  decisiveness

honesty  your past

as an athlete

You wanted:

my ‘culture’
30
gentleness  warmth

Of course that was doomed

You brought out

my anger  I resist

your control  your energy
35
exhausts me  my hands

are too hot for you  you gained

the weight I lost  my gentleness

is dishonest  your honesty

is cruel  you hate
40
my reading  I hate

your motorcycle

Yet something has changed

You have become gentler

I more decisive
45
We walk easily

around our house

into each other’s language

There is nothing

we cannot say together
50
Solid ground

under our feet

we know this landscape

We have no choice

of destination  only the route
55
is a mystery  every day

a new map of the same terrain

MARTHA COLLINS (b. 1940)
Several Things
(1985)
Several things could happen in this poem.

Plums could appear, on a pewter plate.

A dead red hare, hung by one foot.

A vase of flowers. Three shallots.

A man could sing, in a burgundy robe
5
with a gold belt tied in a square knot.

Someone could untie the knot.

A woman could toss a gold coin.

A stranger could say the next line,

I have been waiting for this,
10
and offer a basket piled with apples

picked this morning, before the rain.

It could rain in this poem,

but if it rained, the man would continue

to sing as the burgundy silk fell
15
to the polished parquet floor.

It could snow in this poem:

remember how the hunter stamped his feet

before he leaned his gun in the corner

and hung his cap on the brass hook?
20
Perhaps the woman should open the ebony bench

and find the song her mother used to sing.

Listen: the woman is playing the song.

The man is singing the words.

Meanwhile the hunter is taking a warm bath
25

in the clean white tub with clawed legs.

Or has the hunter left? Are his boots

making tracks in the fallen snow?

When does the woman straighten the flowers?

Is that before the hunter observes
30
the tiny pattern on the vase?

Before the man begins to peel the shallots?

Now it is time for the woman

to slice the apples into a blue bowl.

A child could be watching the unbroken peel
35
spiral below the knife.

Last but not least, you could appear.

You could be the red-cheeked child,

the hunter, or the stranger.

You could stay for a late meal.
40
A Provençal recipe.

A bright red hare, shot at dawn.

Shallots. Brandy. Pepper, salt.

An apple in the pan.

JUDITH ORTIZ COFER (b. 1952)
Claims
(1987)
Last time I saw her, Grandmother

had grown seamed as a Bedouin tent.

She had claimed the right

to sleep alone, to own

her nights, to never bear
5
the weight of sex again nor to accept

its gift of comfort, for the luxury

of stretching her bones.

She’d carried eight children,

three had sunk in her belly, náufragos1
10
she called them, shipwrecked babies

drowned in her black waters.

Children are made in the night and

steal your days

for the rest of your life, amen. She said this
15
to each of her daughters in turn. Once she had made a pact

with man and nature and kept it. Now like the sea,

she is claiming back her territory.

MARTÍN ESPADA (b. 1957)
Portrait of a Real Hijo de Puta1
(1990)
for Michael

Not the obscenity,

but a real ten year old

son of a whore,

locked out of the apartment

so mamá could return
5
to the slavery

of her ancestors

who knew the master’s burglary

of their bodies at night,

mamá who sleeps
10
in a pool of clear rum;

and the real hijo de puta poses

with the swim team photograph

at the community center,

bragging fists in the air,
15
grinning like a cheerleader

with hidden cigarette burns,

a circus strongman

who steals cheese and crackers

from the office
20
where the door

is deliberately

left open.

BARBARA KINGSOLVER (b. 1955)
This House I Cannot Leave
(1991)
My friend describes the burglar:

how he touched her clothes, passed through rooms

leaving himself there,

staining the space

between walls, a thing she can see.
5
She doesn’t care what he took, only

that he has driven her out, she can’t

stay in this house

she loved, scraped the colors of four families

from the walls and painted with her own,
10
and planted things.

She is leaving fruit trees behind.

She will sell, get out, maybe

another neighborhood.

People say
15
Get over it. The market isn’t good. They advise

that she think about cash to mortgage

and the fruit trees

but the trees have stopped growing for her.

I offer no advice.
20
I tell her I know, she will leave. I am thinking

of the man who broke and entered

me.

Of the years it took to be home again

in this house I cannot leave.
25
MAGDALENA GOMEZ (b. 1954)
Chocolate Confessions
(1991)
The summer came too fast,

stayed too long,

like an unwanted man

you keep around

because being alone
5
makes you feel fatter than you really are.

The kitchen table with its stains

that won’t scrub off

gives you something to be annoyed about

when the kids get boring
10
and guilt digs a fingernail

into your heart.

When you admit to yourself

that maybe being a mother

isn’t always fun,
15
or even nice,

or even necessary;

and dammit! why doesn’t everybody

just go away!

Let me do the dishes when I feel like it.
20
Let me eat when I feel like it.

Let me smoke a cigarette when I feel like it.

Let me stay in the bathroom as long as I want.

Just once,

I want the decadence of a pedicure.
25
With too much time to think,

worms sneak out here and there,

slipping into the soup

and conversations with my husband;

it makes us tense,
30
so I offer him a chocolate.

He smiles.

That’s what his mother did

when things got rough.

So now he’s fat
35
and I’m not,

I’m also younger and smarter.

I feel guilty

when he brings home flowers.

It’s hell being married to a nice guy.
40
And the kids do look like angels

when they’re sleeping.

STANLEY KUNITZ (b. 1905)
Touch Me
(1995)

Summer is late, my heart.

Words plucked out of the air

some forty years ago

when I was wild with love

and torn almost in two
5
scatter like leaves this night

of whistling wind and rain.

It is my heart that’s late,

it is my song that’s flown.

Outdoors all afternoon
10
under a gunmetal sky

staking my garden down,

I kneeled to the crickets trilling

underfoot as if about

to burst from their crusty shells;
15
and like a child again

marvelled to hear so clear

and brave a music pour

from such a small machine.

What makes the engine go?
20
Desire, desire, desire.

The longing for the dance

stirs in the buried life.

One season only,

and it’s done.
25
So let the battered old willow

thrash against the windowpanes

and the house timbers creak.

Darling, do you remember

the man you married? Touch me,
30
remind me who I am.

ALMA LUZ VILLANUEVA (b. 1944)
Crazy Courage
(1995)
To Michael B.

Why do I think of Michael . . .

He came to my fiction class

as a man (dressed in men’s

clothes); then he came

to my poetry class
5
as a woman (dressed in women’s

clothes; but he was still

a man under the clothes).

Was I moved in the face of

such courage (man/woman
10
woman/man) . . .

Was I moved by the gentleness

of his masculinity; the strength

of his femininity . . .

His presence at the class poetry
15
reading, dressed in a miniskirt,

high boots, bright purple tights,

a scooped-neck blouse, carrying

a single, living, red rose, in a

vase, to the podium (the visitors,
20
not from the class, shocked—

the young, seen-it-all MTV1 crowd—

into silence as he’s introduced,

“Michael . . .”) And what it was, I think,

was his perfect dignity, the offering
25
of his living, red rose to the perceptive,

to the blind, to the amused, to the impressed,

to those who would kill him, and

to those who would love him.

And of course I remember the surprise
30
of his foamy breasts as we hugged

goodbye, his face blossomed

open, set apart, the pain of it,

the joy of it (the crazy courage

to be whole, as a rose is
35
whole, as a child is

whole before they’re

punished for including

everything in their

innocence).
40
1Colorful playing marbles.

1River in Southeast Asia, scene of much fighting during the Vietnam War.

1American actor (b. 1924).

1“In the South, the will-o’-the-wisp or swamp gas, the unexpected and haunting flash of light in the dark and deserted place. In the North woods, the word is a verb. People jacklight deer or rabbits, flashing a blinding light in the eyes of the hunted animal.”
—Rayna Green, That’s What She Said.>

1Try out.

2Dress.

1King James Bible (1611).>
1Rural workers.
2The East and West Indies.

3Orbital center.

1Try.

2List of victims of the plague.

3Climax sexually.>

1Growing on its own.

2Slow-jawed.

3Through.

1Greek god Zeus, in the form of a swan, raped Leda, who bore Helen of Troy (whose abduction led to the Trojan War) and Clytemnestra (who murdered her husband Agamemnon upon his return from that war).

1Science fiction hero of comic strip and film.

2Region in Asia of former Soviet Union.

3Wilhelm Reich (1897–1957), psychoanalyst.

4Comic book and TV hero.

5Movie actor (1918–1982).

6Novel and movie hero; SHE possesses eternal life.

1Notched.>

1In Greek myth, the son of Daedalus; he tried to escape Crete on wings his father made, but flew too close to the sun, and the wax that held the wings on melted, plunging him into the sea.

1From shange’s choreopoem, for colored girls who have considered suicide / when the rainbow is enuf.

2Jazz musician (1914–1993).

3Prehistoric monster in a movie of that title.

1An 1863 protest exhibition organized by artists whose works were rejected for the annual Salon exhibition in Paris.>

2Cohibere, the Amplecti, Scruta, Amentia, Turpa, Insulsus are made-up names.>

1Gentle, meek.

2Broad sash tied around the waist over a kimono.>

3Teena Marie (b. 1957), soul and rock singer; the Rolling Stones, British rock group.>

1Midwife (Spanish).

1Shipwrecked people.

1Son of a whore; bastard.>

1The Music Television cable channel.

