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Chapter 19: Poetry
WILFRED OWEN (1893–1918)

Wilfred Owen was born in Oswestry, England, and attended the University of London, but he had to leave for lack of money. He considered joining the priesthood, worked as a private tutor in France, and then came back to England in 1915 to enlist. He was killed at the front in 1918, a week before the Armistice that ended World War I. His Poems appeared in 1920.

Dulce Et Decorum Est1
(1920)

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots
5

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots

Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines2 that dropped behind.

Gas! Gas! Quick boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling,

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;
10
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime . . .

Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
15
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;
20
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,—

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
25
To children ardent for some desperate glory,

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Who is speaking in the poem? Where is he? What has happened to him?

2. 
To whom is the poem addressed? Is it simply addressed to everyone?

3.
List the various things the soldiers in general and the dying soldier in particular are compared to. What ironies do you find?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Which image in the poem strikes you most forcefully? Why?

2.
Write your own critique (or defense) of the quote from Horace.
CARMEN TAFOLLA (b. 1951)
Carmen Tafolla was born and raised in the west-side barrio of San Antonio, Texas. A poet of the post-1960s Chicano Movement, she writes many poems in the voices of working-class Chicanos and focuses on maintaining human dignity and Chicano values and culture. She has a Ph.D. in bilingual education and teaches at California State University, Fresno. Her poetry includes the co-authored Get Your Tortillas Together (1976) and Curandera (1983). She also has written a prose work, To Split a Human: Mitos, Machos y la Mujer Chicana (1985).
How Shall I Tell You?
(1989)

listening to the news, the U.S. attack on Libya, the Soviet nuclear accident at Chernobyl . . .

When no soul walks the softened green

and no foot beats the pulse on crumbling brown

and no one lives to sing to rain

or soak to sun the spirit of its golden gown

to weave the many colors of the after-arch
5
from sky to human skin to wooded wealth

in fiber fabrics beads and tusks and seeds

all leading up in rows of beauty drumbeat

to black neck, like venison in stealth

When no one lulls the child to sleep
10
or takes the wrinkled story’s hand

or listens to the news—a wired sound

of tribe on tribe—stet now—man on man

How shall I tell you that I love you then?

How shall I touch your fingers tip to tip
15
and say that we were blood and human voice and friend?

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
To whom is the poem addressed?

2.
“Stet” is a printer’s term indicating that material previously marked for deletion or change is to remain. What does the speaker of the poem mean by using “stet” in line 13?

3.
What is the emotion that best describes this poem?

4.
What will the speaker of the poem miss if war or nuclear accident destroys the world as we know it?

5.
What are the poem’s rhyme scheme and meter? What is the combined effect of the sound of the poem and the subject of the poem?

Suggestion for Writing

1.
Imagine the end of the world. What would you miss most? Make a list of detailed images.

DENISE LEVERTOV (1923–1997)

Denise Levertov was born at Ilford, in England. Her mother was Welsh and her father a Russian Jew who became an Anglican priest. She was educated at home. Levertov worked as a nurse during World War II, moved to the United States in 1948, and in the 1960s became active in protests against the Vietnam War. Her poetry includes The Jacob’s Ladder (1961), The Sorrow Dance (1967), Relearning the Alphabet (1970), Freeing the Dust (1975), Candles in Babylon (1982), Breathing the Water (1987), A Door in the Hive, (1989), and Sands of the Well (1996).

Life at War
(1968)

The disasters numb within us

caught in the chest, rolling

in the brain like pebbles. The feeling

resembles lumps of raw dough

weighing down a child’s stomach on baking day.
5
Or Rilke said it, ‘My heart . . .

Could I say of it, it overflows

with bitterness . . . but no, as though

its contents were simply balled into

formless lumps, thus
10
do I carry it about.’

The same war

continues.

We have breathed the grits of it in, all our lives,

our lungs are pocked with it,
15
the mucous membrane of our dreams

coated with it, the imagination

filmed over with the gray filth of it:

the knowledge that humankind,

delicate Man, whose flesh
20
responds to a caress, whose eyes

are flowers that perceive the stars,

whose music excels the music of birds,

whose laughter matches the laughter of dogs,

whose understanding manifests designs
25
fairer than the spider’s most intricate web,

still turns without surprise, with mere regret

to the scheduled breaking open of breasts whose milk

runs out over the entrails of still-alive babies,

transformation of witnessing eyes to pulp-fragments,
30
implosion of skinned penises into carcass-gulleys.

We are the humans, men who can make;

whose language imagines mercy,
lovingkindness; we have believed one another

mirrored forms of a God we felt as good—
35
who do these acts, who convince ourselves

it is necessary; these acts are done

to our own flesh; burned human flesh

is smelling in Viet Nam as I write.

Yes, this is the knowledge that jostles for space
40
in our bodies along with all we

go on knowing of joy, of love;

our nerve filaments twitch with its presence

day and night,

nothing we say has not the husky phlegm of it in the saying,
45
nothing we do has the quickness, the sureness,

the deep intelligence living at peace would have.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What images does Levertov use to describe what war does?

2.
What images does she use to describe what human beings are and can be?

3.
What does Levertov mean when she writes: “these acts are done / to our own flesh”?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Which one or more of the following best describes your initial response to this poem: despair, joy, nausea, pain, hope, disgust, shock, indifference? Why?

2.
What does “living at peace” mean to you?

3.
In a short paragraph, write what you see as the argument Levertov is making in this poem. That is, attempt to translate the poem into a brief, reasoned essay. 

MARGARET ATWOOD (b. 1939)

Margaret Atwood was born in Ottawa, Canada, and educated at the University of Toronto and at Radcliffe College. She has taught in several Canadian universities and served as vice-chair of the Writer’s Union of Canada as well as president of PEN International’s Anglo-Canadian branch. Her poetry includes Double Persephone (1961), Power Politics (1973), True Stories (1981), and The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1997). Among her novels are Surfacing (1972), The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), Cat’s Eye (1989), The Robber Bride (1993), and Alias Grace (1996). She has also published a number of short story collections, including Wilderness Tips (1991) and Good Bones and Simple Murders (1994).

At first I was given centuries
(1971)

At first I was given centuries

to wait in caves, in leather

tents, knowing you would never come back

Then it speeded up: only

several years between
5
the day you jangled off

into the mountains, and the day (it was

spring again) I rose from the embroidery

frame at the messenger’s entrance.

That happened twice, or was it
10
more; and there was once, not so

long ago, you failed,

and came back in a wheelchair

with a moustache and a sunburn

and were insufferable.
15
Time before last though, I remember

I had a good eight months between

running alongside the train, skirts hitched, handing

you violets in at the window

and opening the letter; I watched
20
your snapshot fade for twenty years.

And last time (I drove to the airport

still dressed in my factory

overalls, the wrench

I had forgotten sticking out of the back
25
pocket; there you were,

zippered and helmeted, it was zero

hour, you said Be

Brave) it was at least three weeks before

I got the telegram and could start regretting.
30
But recently, the bad evenings

there are only seconds

between the warning on the radio and the

explosion; my hands

don’t reach you
35
and on quieter nights

you jump up from

your chair without even touching your dinner

and I can scarcely kiss you goodbye

before you run out into the street and they shoot
40
Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Who is speaking? To whom?

2.
In what ways does the speaker change and in what ways remain the same?

3.
Describe the progression of situations from stanza to stanza.

4.
Who are “they” in the last line?

5.
Why do you think there is no period at the end of the poem?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Can you identify any particular wars the speaker has lived through? What are the clues?

2.
What is the mood of the poem? What feelings does it evoke as you read it?

E. E. CUMMINGS (1894–1962)

Edward Estlin Cummings was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts. His father was a Harvard professor and congregational minister. After receiving his B.A. and M.A. at Harvard, Cummings left for France to become a volunteer ambulance driver in the war. His rebellious attitudes led to his internment for several months in a French prison camp as a suspected spy, an experience he described in The Enormous Room (1922). In 1923, he left France for Greenwich Village, where he settled. His poetry includes Tulips and Chimneys (1923), XLI Poems (1925), is 5 (1926), and ViVa (1931).

“next to of course god america i
(1926)

“next to of course god america i

love you land of the pilgrims’ and so forth oh

say can you see by the dawn’s early my

country ’tis of centuries come and go

and are no more what of it we should worry
5
in every language even deafanddumb

thy sons acclaim your glorious name by gorry

by jingo by gee by gosh by gum

why talk of beauty what could be more beaut-

iful than these heroic happy dead
10
who rushed like lions to the roaring slaughter

they did not stop to think they died instead

then shall the voice of liberty be mute?”

He spoke. And drank rapidly a glass of water

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Who is speaking in lines 1 to 13? What is the setting?

2.
Identify the original sources of as many of the familiar phrases used as you can. Why does Cummings run them together?

3.
Why has Cummings written this as a sonnet? What is the function of the last line?

4.
Discuss the phrase “these heroic happy dead.” What is the poem saying about war?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Restate as an argument the point the poem is making.

2.
Write a similar parody, in prose or verse, of a different kind of speaker.
CAROLYN FORCHÉ (b. 1950)

Carolyn Forché was born in Detroit, was educated at Michigan State University and Bowling Green University, and has taught at a number of colleges, including New York University and the University of Minnesota. She has worked as a journalist for the human rights organization Amnesty International in El Salvador and lived there for several years. She has published poetry, including Gathering the Tribes (1976), The Country Between Us (1981), and The Angel of History (1994), and has translated the work of Salvadoran poet Claribel Alegría and French poet Robert Desnos. She also edited the anthology Against Forgetting: Twentieth-Century Poetry of Witness (1993).

The Colonel
(1978)

What you have heard is true. I was in his house. His wife carried a tray of coffee and sugar. His daughter filed her nails, his son went out for the night. There were daily papers, pet dogs, a pistol on the cushion beside him. The moon swung bare on its black cord over the house. On the television was a cop show. It was in English. Broken bottles were embedded in the walls around the house to scoop the kneecaps from a man’s legs or cut his hands to lace. On the windows there were gratings like those in liquor stores. We had dinner, rack of lamb, good wine, a gold bell was on the table for calling the maid. The maid brought green mangoes, salt, a type of bread. I was asked how I enjoyed the country. There was a brief commercial in Spanish. His wife took everything away. There was some talk then of how difficult it had become to govern. The parrot said hello on the terrace. The colonel told it to shut up, and pushed himself from the table. My friend said to me with his eyes: say nothing. The colonel returned with a sack used to bring groceries home. He spilled many human ears on the table. They were like dried peach halves. There is no other way to say this. He took one of them in his hands, shook it in our faces, dropped it into a water glass. It came alive there. I am tired of fooling around he said. As for the rights of anyone, tell your people they can go fuck themselves. He swept the ears to the floor with his arm and held the last of his wine in the air. Something for your poetry, no? he said. Some of the ears on the floor caught this scrap of his voice. Some of the ears on the floor were pressed to the ground.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
What is going on in the poem? Who is the colonel? Why is the speaker visiting him?

2.
Characterize the speaker’s tone. What does it suggest?

3.
Why does Forché mention such commonplace details as the daily papers, the pet dogs, the colonel’s daughter’s filing her nails?

4.
Why does the colonel have a sack of human ears? And why does he show them to the speaker? What is their symbolic significance?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
How is this “prose poem” like poetry and how is it like prose? Why do you think Forché chose this form?

2.
“On the television was a cop show. It was in English.” What is the significance of this detail? Look into the history of El Salvador in recent decades (Forché’s subject) and discuss the poem in that context.

MARTÍN ESPADA (b. 1957)

Martín Espada was born in Brooklyn, New York, and has worked as a tenant lawyer for Spanish-speaking residents. He now teaches English at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst and lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts. His poetry includes Trumpets from the Island of Their Eviction (1987), Rebellion Is the Circle of a Lover’s Hands (1990), City of Coughing and Dead Radiators (1993), and Imagine the Angels of Bread (1996), which won the American Book Award. He has also published Zapata’s Disciple (1998), a book of essays.

Colibrí1
(1990)
for Katherine, one year later

In Jayuya,2
the lizards scatter

like a fleet of green canoes

before the invader.

The Spanish conquered
5
with iron and words:

“Taíno”3 for the people who took life

from the plátanos4 in the trees,

those multiple green fingers

curling around unseen spears,
10

who left the rock carvings

of eyes and mouths

in perfect circles of amazement.

So the hummingbird

was christened “colibrí.”
15
Now the colibrí

darts and bangs

between the white walls

of the hacienda,

a racing Taíno heart
20
frantic as if hearing

the bellowing god of gunpowder

for the first time.

The colibrí

becomes pure stillness,
25
seized in the paralysis

of the prey,

when your hands

cup the bird

and lift him
30
through the red shutters

of the window,

where he disappears

into a paradise of sky,

a nightfall of singing frogs.
35
If only history

were like your hands.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
How did the Spanish conquer with “words” as well as with “iron”?

2.
Why do you think Espada uses the word “christened” in the second stanza?

3.
What kind of people does Espada suggest the Taíno were?

4.
What do the last two lines mean?

5.
Why do you think Espada occasionally uses a Spanish word (“plátanos,” etc.), which is the language of the conquerors of the Taíno?

Suggestions for Writing

1.
Read about the history of the Taíno people. Is your understanding of the poem enriched? 

2.
Read about the history of Puerto Rico. How might this history help explain the concern on the part of Espada (who is Puerto Rican) with the fate of the Taíno?

MURIEL RUKEYSER (1913–1980)
Muriel Rukeyser was born in New York City and attended Vassar College and Columbia University. A social activist for most of her life, she protested Southern racism in the early 1930s as well as the Vietnam war and women’s inequality forty 
years later, and was American president of PEN, an organization that supports the rights of writers around the world. Rukeyser’s poetry includes Theory of Flight (1935), The Green Wave (1948), The Body of Waking (1958), The Speed of Darkness (1968), and Breaking Open (1973).

Waking This Morning
(1973)

Waking this morning,

a violent woman in the violent day

Laughing.

Past the line of memory

along the long body of your life
5
in which move childhood, youth, your lifetime of touch,

eyes, lips, chest, belly, sex, legs, to the waves of the sheet.

I look past the little plant

on the city windowsill

to the tall towers bookshaped, crushed together in greed,
10
the river flashing flowing corroded,

the intricate harbor and the sea, the wars, the moon, the

planets, all who people space

in the sun visible invisible.

African violets in the light
15
breathing, in a breathing universe.    I want strong peace, and

delight,

the wild good.

I want to make my touch poems:

to find my morning, to find you entire
20
alive moving among the anti-touch people.

I say across the waves of the air to you:

today once more

I will try to be non-violent

one more day
25
this morning, waking the world away

in the violent day.

Study and Discussion Questions

1.
Why does the speaker call herself “a violent woman”?

2.
What does she remember and see when she wakes up? Why those particular things?

3.
To whom is the poem addressed?

4.
What are “touch poems”?

5.
Who are the “anti-touch people”?

6.
What does the speaker of the poem want for herself?

Suggestion for Writing

1.
Analyze Rukeyser’s use of the word “violent” in this poem.

SAPPHO (ca. 630–ca. 580 b.c.)

To an army wife, in Sardis:1
(ca. 600 b.c.)

Translated by Mary Barnard

Some say a cavalry corps,

some infantry, some, again,

will maintain that the swift oars

of our fleet are the finest

sight on dark earth; but I say
5
that whatever one loves, is.

This is easily proved: did

not Helen—she who had scanned

the flower of the world’s manhood—

choose as first among men one
10
who laid Troy’s honor in ruin?

warped to his will, forgetting

love due her own blood, her own

child, she wandered far with him.

So Anactoria, although you
15
being far away forget us,

the dear sound of your footstep

and light glancing in your eyes

would move me more than glitter

of Lydian2 horse or armored
20
tread of mainland infantry

RICHARD LOVELACE (1618–1658)

To Lucasta, Going to the Wars
(1649)

Tell me not, sweet, I am unkind

That from the nunnery

Of thy chaste breast and quiet mind,

To war and arms I fly.

True, a new mistress now I chase,
5
The first foe in the field;

And with a stronger faith embrace

A sword, a horse, a shield.

Yet this inconstancy is such

As you too shall adore;
10
I could not love thee, dear, so much,

Loved I not honor more.

JOHN MILTON (1608–1674)

On the Late Massacre at Piemont1
(1655)

Avenge, O Lord, thy slaughtered saints, whose bones

Lie scattered on the Alpine mountains cold,

Ev’n them who kept thy truth so pure of old

When all our fathers worshiped stocks and stones,

Forget not; in thy book record their groans
5
Who were thy sheep, and in their ancient fold

Slain by the bloody Piemontese that rolled

Mother with infant down the rocks. Their moans

The vales redoubled to the hills, and they

To heav’n. Their martyred blood and ashes sow
10
O’er all th’ Italian fields, where still doth sway

The triple tyrant,2 that from these may grow

A hundredfold, who, having learnt thy way,

Early may fly the Babylonian3 woe.

ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON (1809–1892)
The Charge of the Light Brigade1
(1854)

I

Half a league, half a league,

Half a league onward,

All in the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.

“Forward, the Light Brigade!
5
Charge for the guns!” he said.

Into the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.

II

“Forward, the Light Brigade!”

Was there a man dismay’d?
10
Not tho’ the soldier knew

Some one had blunder’d.

Theirs not to make reply,

Theirs not to reason why,

Theirs but to do and die.
15
Into the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.

III

Cannon to right of them,

Cannon to left of them,

Cannon in front of them
20
Volley’d and thunder’d;

Storm’d at with shot and shell,

Boldly they rode and well,

Into the jaws of Death,

Into the mouth of hell
25
Rode the six hundred.

IV

Flash’d all their sabres bare,

Flash’d as they turn’d in air

Sabring the gunners there,

Charging an army, while
30
All the world wonder’d.

Plunged in the battery-smoke

Right thro’ the line they broke;

Cossack and Russian

Reel’d from the sabre-stroke
35
Shatter’d and sunder’d.

Then they rode back, but not,

Not the six hundred.

V

Cannon to right of them,

Cannon to left of them,
40
Cannon behind them

Volley’d and thunder’d;

Storm’d at with shot and shell,

While horse and hero fell,

They that had fought so well
45
Came thro’ the jaws of Death,

Back from the mouth of hell,

All that was left of them,

Left of six hundred.

VI

When can their glory fade?
50
O the wild charge they made!

All the world wonder’d.

Honour the charge they made!

Honour the Light Brigade,

Noble six hundred!
55
RUDYARD KIPLING (1865–1936)

Tommy
(1890)

I went into a public ’ouse to get a pint o’ beer,

The publican ’e up an’ sez, “We serve no red-coats here.”

The girls be’ind the bar they laughed an’ giggled fit to die,

I outs into the street again an’ to myself sez I:

O it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, go away”;
5
But it’s “Thank you, Mister Atkins,”1 when the band begins to play—

The band begins to play, my boys, the band begins to play,

O it’s “Thank you, Mister Atkins,” when the band begins to play.

I went into a theatre as sober as could be,

They gave a drunk civilian room, but ’adn’t none for me;
10
They sent me to the gallery or round the music-’alls,

But when it comes to fightin’, Lord! they’ll shove me in the stalls!2
For it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, wait outside”;

But it’s “Special train for Atkins” when the trooper’s on the tide—

The troopship’s on the tide, my boys, the troopship’s on the tide,
15
O it’s “Special train for Atkins” when the trooper’s on the tide.

Yes, makin’ mock o’ uniforms that guard you while you sleep

Is cheaper than them uniforms, an’ they’re starvation cheap;

An’ hustlin’ drunken soldiers when they’re goin’ large a bit

Is five times better business than paradin’ in full kit.
20
Then it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, ’ow’s yer soul?”

But it’s “Thin red line of ’eroes” when the drums begin to roll—
The drums begin to roll, my boys, the drums begin to roll,

O it’s “Thin red line of ’eroes” when the drums begin to roll.

We aren’t no thin red ’eroes, nor we aren’t no blackguards too,
25
But single men in barricks, most remarkable like you;

An’ if sometimes our conduck isn’t all your fancy paints,

Why, single men in barricks don’t grow into plaster saints;

While it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Tommy, fall be’ind,”

But it’s “Please to walk in front, sir,” when there’s trouble 


in the wind—
30
There’s trouble in the wind, my boys, there’s trouble in the wind,

O it’s “Please to walk in front, sir,” when there’s trouble in the wind.

You talk o’better food for us, an’ schools, an’ fires, an’ all:

We’ll wait for extry rations if you treat us rational.

Don’t mess about the cook-room slops, but prove it to our face
35
The Widow’s3 Uniform is not the soldier-man’s disgrace.

For it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ “Chuck him out, the brute!”

But it’s “Saviour of ’is country” when the guns begin to shoot;

An’ it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ anything you please;

An’ Tommy ain’t a bloomin’ fool—you bet that Tommy sees!
40
WALT WHITMAN (1819–1892)
The Dying Veteran
(1892)

(A Long Island incident—early part of the nineteenth century)

Amid these days of order, ease, prosperity,

Amid the current songs of beauty, peace, decorum,

I cast a reminiscence—(likely ’twill offend you,

I heard it in my boyhood;)—More than a generation since,

A queer old savage man, a fighter under Washington himself,
5
(Large, brave, cleanly, hot-blooded, no talker, rather spiritualistic,

Had fought in the ranks—fought well—had been all through the
Revolutionary war,)

Lay dying—sons, daughters, church-deacons, lovingly tending him,

Sharping their sense, their ears, towards his murmuring, half-caught
10
words:

“Let me return again to my war-days,

To the sights and scenes—to forming the line of battle,

To the scouts ahead reconnoitering,

To the cannons, the grim artillery,
15
To the galloping aids, carrying orders,

To the wounded, the fallen, the heat, the suspense,

The perfume strong, the smoke, the deafening noise;

Away with your life of peace!—your joys of peace!

Give me my old wild battle-life again!”
20
MARGARET SACKVILLE (1881–1963)
Nostra Culpa1
(1916)

We knew, this thing at least we knew,—the worth

Of life: this was our secret learned at birth.

We knew that Force the world has deified,

How weak it is. We spoke not, so men died.

Upon a world down-trampled, blood-defiled,
5

Fearing that men should praise us less, we smiled.

We knew the sword accursed, yet with the strong

Proclaimed the sword triumphant. Yea, this wrong

Unto our children, unto those unborn

We did, blaspheming God. We feared the scorn
10
Of men; men worshipped pride; so were they led,

We followed. Dare we now lament our dead?

Shadows and echoes, harlots! We betrayed

Our sons; because men laughed we were afraid.

That silent wisdom which was ours we kept
15

Deep-buried; thousands perished; still we slept.

Children were slaughtered, women raped, the weak

Down-trodden. Very quiet was our sleep.

Ours was the vision, but the vision lay

Too far, too strange; we chose an easier way.
20

The light, the unknown light, dazzled our eyes.—

Oh! sisters in our choice were we not wise?

When all men hated, could we pity or plead

For love with those who taught the Devil’s creed?

Reap we with pride the harvest! it was sown
25
By our own toil. Rejoice! it is our own.

This is the flesh we might have saved—our hands,

Our hands prepared these blood-drenched, dreadful lands.

What shall we plead? That we were deaf and blind?

We mothers and we murderers of mankind.
30

MARINA TSVETAYEVA (1892–1941)

‘A white low sun’
(1917)

Translated by David McDuff and Jon Silken.

A white low sun, low thunderclouds; and back

behind the kitchen-garden’s white wall, graves.

On the sand, serried ranks of straw-stuffed forms

as large as men, hang from some cross-beam.

Through the staked fence, moving about, I see
5

a scattering:  of soldiers, trees, and roads;

and an old woman standing by her gate

who chews on a black hunk of bread with salt.

What have these grey huts done to anger you,

my God? and why must so many be killed?
10
A train passed, wailing, and the soldiers wailed

as its retreating path got trailed with dust.

Better to die, or not to have been born,

than hear that plaining, piteous convict wail

about these beautiful dark eyebrowed women.
15
It’s soldiers who sing these days. O Lord God.
SIEGFRIED SASSOON (1886–1967)
Does it Matter?
(1918)

Does it matter?—losing your legs? . . . 

For people will always be kind,

And you need not show that you mind

When the others come in after hunting

To gobble their muffins and eggs.
5
Does it matter?—losing your sight? . . .

There’s such splendid work for the blind;

And people will always be kind,

As you sit on the terrace remembering

And turning your face to the light.
10
Do they matter?—those dreams from the pit? . . .

You can drink and forget and be glad,

And people won’t say that you’re mad;

For they’ll know you’ve fought for your country

And no one will worry a bit.
15
WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS (1865–1939)
An Irish Airman Foresees His Death
(1919)

I know that I shall meet my fate

Somewhere among the clouds above;

Those that I fight I do not hate,

Those that I guard I do not love;

My country is Kiltartan Cross,
5
My countrymen Kiltartan’s poor,

No likely end could bring them loss

Or leave them happier than before.

Nor law, nor duty bade me fight,

Nor public men, nor cheering crowds,
10
A lonely impulse of delight

Drove to this tumult in the clouds;

I balanced all, brought all to mind,

The years to come seemed waste of breath,

A waste of breath the years behind
15
In balance with this life, this death.

ALICE DUNBAR-NELSON (1875–1935)

I Sit and Sew
(1920)

I sit and sew—a useless task it seems,

My hands grown tired, my head weighed down with dreams—

The panoply of war, the martial tread of men,

Grim-faced, stern-eyed, gazing beyond the ken

Of lesser souls, whose eyes have not seen Death
5

Nor learned to hold their lives but as a breath—

But—I must sit and sew.

I sit and sew—my heart aches with desire—

That pageant terrible, that fiercely pouring fire

On wasted fields, and writhing grotesque things
10

Once men. My soul in pity flings

Appealing cries, yearning only to go

There in that holocaust of hell, those fields of woe—

But—I must sit and sew.

The little useless seam, the idle patch;
15
Why dream I here beneath my homely thatch,

When there they lie in sodden mud and rain,

Pitifully calling me, the quick ones and the slain?

You need me, Christ! It is no roseate dream

That beckons me—this pretty futile seam,
20
It stifles me—God, must I sit and sew?

William Butler Yeats (1865–1939)
The Second Coming
(1921)

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
5
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
10
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi1
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
15
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
20

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

H. D. (Hilda Doolittle) (1886–1961)

Helen1
(1924)
All Greece hates

the still eyes in the white face,

the lustre as of olives

where she stands,

and the white hands.
5

All Greece reviles

the wan face when she smiles,

hating it deeper still

when it grows wan and white,

remembering past enchantments
10
and past ills.

Greece sees unmoved,

God’s daughter, born of love,

the beauty of cool feet

and slenderest knees,
15
could love indeed the maid,


only if she were laid,

white ash amid funereal cypresses.

E. E. CUMMINGS (1894–1962)

my sweet old etcetera
(1926)

my sweet old etcetera

aunt lucy during the recent

war could and what

is more did tell you just

what everybody was fighting
5
for,

my sister

isabel created hundreds

(and

hundreds) of socks not to
10
mention shirts fleaproof earwarmers

etcetera wristers etcetera, my

mother hoped that

i would die etcetera

bravely of course my father used
15
to become hoarse talking about how it was

a privilege and if only he

could meanwhile my

self etcetera lay quietly

in the deep mud et
20
cetera

(dreaming,

et

cetera, of

Your smile
25
eyes knees and of your Etcetera)

FEDERICO GARCÍA LORCA (1898–1936)

Ballad of the Spanish Civil Guard1
(1927)

Translated by Langston Hughes

Their horses are black.

Black are their iron shoes.

On their capes shimmer stains

of ink and wax.

They have, and so they never weep,
5

skulls of lead.

With patent-leather souls

they come down the road.

Wherever they pass they spread

silences of thick rubber
10
and rears of fine sand.

They go by, if they wish to go,

concealing in their heads

a vague astronomy

of abstract pistols.
15
Oh, city of the gypsies!

On the corners, banners,

The moon and pumpkins

preserved with gooseberries.

Oh, city of the gypsies!
20
Who could see you and not remember you?

City of grief and of musk

with towers of cinnamon.

When the night that came

nightly came nightly,
25
the gypsies in their forges

made suns and arrows.

A horse with a mortal wound

went from one door to another.

Glass roosters crowed
30
toward Jerez de la Frontera.2
The naked wind turns

the corner in surprise

in the night-silver night

that nightly comes nightly.
35
San José and the Virgin

loose their castanets

and come looking for the gypsies

to see if they can find them.

The Virgin comes dressed
40
in her village finery

of chocolate paper

and necklaces of almonds.

San José swings his arms

under a silken cape.
45
Behind comes Pedro Domecq

With three sultans of Persia.

The half moon dreams

an ecstasy of cranes.

Banners and torches
50
invade the roof-tops.

In the looking glasses sob

dancers who have no hips.

Water and shadow, shadow and water

toward Jerez de la Frontera.
55
Oh, city of the gypsies!

On the corners, banners.

Put out your green lights

for the Civil Guards are coming.

Oh, city of the gypsies!
60
Who could see you and not remember you?

Leave her far off from the sea

with no combs for her hair.

Two by two they come

to the city of fiesta.
65
A rustle of siemprevivas3

invades their cartridge belts.

Two by two they come.

A night of double thickness.

To them the sky is nothing
70
but a window full of spurs.

Fear ran wild in a city

that multiplied its door.

Through them came forty Civil Guards

bent on pillage.
75

The clocks all stopped

and the cognac in the bottles

put on their November mask

to invite no suspicions.

A flight of screams unending
80

rose among the weather-vanes.

Sabers cut the air

that the horses trampled.

Through the dusky streets

old gypsy women
85
flew with drowsy nags

and crocks of money.

Up the steep streets

the sinister capes mount,

followed by fugitive
90
whirlwinds of scissors.

At the Gate of Belen

the gypsies gather.

San José, full of wounds,

shrouds a young maiden.
95
All through the night

stubborn guns sound sharply.

The Virgin treats the children

with drops of small saliva.

But the Civil Guard
100
advances sowing fires

where imagination burns

young and naked.

Rosa de los Camborios

sobs on her doorstep
105
with two breasts cut away

and put on a platter.

And other girls flee

pursued by their tresses

through the air where the roses
110
of black dust explode.

When the roof-tops are no more

than furrows on the earth,

dawn rocks her shoulders

in a long profile of stone.
115
Oh, city of the gypsies!

As the flames draw near

the Civil Guard goes off

down a tunnel full of silence.

Oh, city of the gypsies!
120
Who could see you and not remember you?

Let them look for you on my forehead,

game of the sand and the moon.

BERTOLT BRECHT (1898–1956)

From a German War Primer
(1938)

Translated by Lee Baxendall, H. R. Hays, Lesley Lendrum, and John Willett

amongst the highly placed
It is considered low to talk about food.

The fact is: they have

Already eaten.

The lowly must leave this earth
5
Without having tasted

Any good meat.

For wondering where they come from and

Where they are going

The fine evenings find them
10
Too exhausted.

They have not yet seen

The mountains and the great sea

When their time is already up.

If the lowly do not
15

Think about what’s low

They will never rise.

the bread of the hungry has

all been eaten

Meat has become unknown. Useless
20
The pouring out of the people’s sweat.

The laurel groves have been

Lopped down.

From the chimneys of the arms factories

Rises smoke.
25

the house-painter1 speaks of

great times to come

The forests still grow.

The fields still bear.

The cities still stand.
30
The people still breathe.

on the calendar the day is not

yet shown

Every month, every day

Lies open still. One of those days
35
Is going to be marked with a cross.

the workers cry out for bread

The merchants cry out for markets.

The unemployed were hungry. The employed

Are hungry now.
40
The hands that lay folded are busy again.

They are making shells.

those who take the meat from the table

Teach contentment.

Those for whom the contribution is destined
45
Demand sacrifice.

Those who eat their fill speak to the hungry

Of wonderful times to come.

Those who lead the country into the abyss

Call ruling too difficult
50
For ordinary men.

when the leaders speak of peace

The common folk know

That war is coming.

When the leaders curse war
55
The mobilisation order is already written out.

those at the top say: peace

and war

Are of different substance.

But their peace and their war
60
Are like wind and storm.

War grows from their peace

Like son from his mother

He bears

Her frightful features.
65
Their war kills

Whatever their peace

Has left over.

on the wall was chalked:

They want war.
70
The man who wrote it

Has already fallen.

those at the top say:

This way to glory.

Those down below say:
75
This way to the grave.

the war which is coming

Is not the first one. There were

Other wars before it.

When the last one came to an end
80
There were conquerors and conquered.

Among the conquered the common people

Starved. Among the conquerors

The common people starved too.

those at the top say comradeship
85
Reigns in the army.

The truth of this is seen

In the cookhouse.

In their hearts should be

The selfsame courage. But
90
On their plates

Are two kinds of rations.

when it comes to marching many do not

know

That their enemy is marching at their head.
95
The voice which gives them their orders

Is their enemy’s voice and

The man who speaks of the enemy

Is the enemy himself.

it is night
100
The married couples

Lie in their beds. The young women

Will bear orphans.

general, your tank is a powerful vehicle

It smashes down forests and crushes a hundred men.
105
But it has one defect:

It needs a driver.

General, your bomber is powerful.

It flies faster than a storm and carries more than an elephant.

But it has one defect:
110
It needs a mechanic.

General, man is very useful.

He can fly and he can kill.

But he has one defect:


He can think.
115
BABETTE DEUTSCH (1895–1982)

Dawn in Wartime
(1943)

Sunrise tumbling in like a surf,

A foam of petals, curling thousands, lightly crumbling

Away in light.

Waking to this, how could the eyes hold

The shape of night’s barren island, the cold cliffs
5
Climbed in sleep, how

Recall the burned sore scabby

Face of the world?

Into that sea of light the spirit waded

Like a young child at morning on the beach,
10

Saw only those giant combers, soft as roses,

That mothy spume unfeathering into air.

Lingered there, as a child lingers

To smooth bastions of whitest sand,

To finger shells brighter than dogwood flowers,
15
To stand, quietly,

Watching the immense marvel of morning

Rolling toward him all its uncreated hours.

RANDALL JARRELL (1914–1965)
The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner
(1945)

From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State,

And I hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze.

Six miles from earth, loosed from its dream of life,

I woke to black flak and the nightmare fighters.

When I died they washed me out of the turret with a hose.
5
GWENDOLYN BROOKS (b. 1917)

the white troops had their orders

but the Negroes looked like men1
(1945)

They had supposed their formula was fixed.

They had obeyed instructions to devise

A type of cold, a type of hooded gaze.

But when the Negroes came they were perplexed.

These Negroes looked like men. Besides, it taxed
5
Time and the temper to remember those

Congenital iniquities that cause

Disfavor of the darkness. Such as boxed

Their feelings properly, complete to tags—

A box for dark men and a box for Other—
10

Would often find the contents had been scrambled.

Or even switched. Who really gave two figs?

Neither the earth nor heaven ever trembled.

And there was nothing startling in the weather.

CLAUDE McKAY (1890–1948)

Look Within

(1945)

Lord, let me not be silent while we fight

In Europe Germans, Asia Japanese

For setting up a Fascist way of might

While fifteen million Negroes on their knees

Pray for salvation from the Fascist yoke
5
Of these United States. Remove the beam

(Nearly two thousand years since Jesus spoke)

From your own eyes before the mote you deem

It proper from your neighbor’s to extract!

We bathe our lies in vapors of sweet myrrh,
10

And close our eyes not to perceive the fact!

But Jesus said: You whited sepulchre,

Pretending to be uncorrupt of sin,

While worm-infested, rotten through within!

HENRY REED (1914–1986)
Naming of Parts
(1946)

To-day we have naming of parts. Yesterday,

We had daily cleaning. And to-morrow morning,

We shall have what to do after firing. But to-day,

To-day we have naming of parts. Japonica

Glistens like coral in all of the neighbouring gardens,
5
And to-day we have naming of parts.

This is the lower sling swivel. And this

Is the upper sling swivel, whose use you will see,

When you are given your slings. And this is the piling swivel,

Which in your case you have not got. The branches
10
Hold in the gardens their silent, eloquent gestures,

Which in our case we have not got.

This is the safety-catch, which is always released

With an easy flick of the thumb. And please do not let me


See anyone using his finger. You can do it quite easy
15
If you have any strength in your thumb. The blossoms

Are fragile and motionless, never letting anyone see

Any of them using their finger.

And this you can see is the bolt. The purpose of this


Is to open the breech, as you see. We can slide it
20
Rapidly backwards and forwards: we call this

Easing the spring. And rapidly backwards and forwards

The early bees are assaulting and fumbling the flowers:

They call it easing the Spring.


They call it easing the Spring: it is perfectly easy
25
If you have any strength in your thumb: like the bolt,

And the breech, and the cocking-piece, and the point of

balance,

Which in our case we have not got; and the almond-blossom


Silent in all of the gardens and the bees going backwards and forwards,
30
For to-day we have naming of parts.

OWEN DODSON (1914–1983)

Black Mother Praying
(1946)

My great God, You been a tenderness to me,

Through the thick and through the thin;

You been a pilla to my soul;

You been like the shinin light a mornin in the black dark,

A elevator to my spirit.
5
Now there’s a fire in this land like a last judgment,

And I done sat down by the rivers of Babylon

And wept deep when I remembered Zion,

Seeing the water that can’t quench fire

And the fire that burn up rivers.
10
Lord, I’m gonna say my say real quick and simple:

You know bout this war that’s bitin the skies and gougin out the earth.

Last month, Lord, I bid my last boy away to fight.

I got all my boys fightin now for they country.

Didn’t think bout it cept it were for freedom;
15
Didn’t think cause they was black they wasn’t American;


Didn’t think a thing cept that they was my only sons,

And there was mothers all over the world

Sacrificin they sons like You let Yours be nailed

To the wood for men to behold the right.
20

Now I’m a black mother, Lord, I knows that now,

Black and burnin in these burnin times.

I can’t hold my peace cause peace ain’t fit to mention

When they’s fightin right here in our streets

Like dogs—mongrel dogs and hill cats.
25
White is fightin black right here where hate abides like a cancer wound

And Freedom is writ big and crossed out:

Where, bless God, they’s draggin us outta cars

In Texas and California, in Newark, Detroit,

Blood on the darkness, Lord, blood on the pavement,
30
Leavin us moanin and afraid.

What has we done?

Where and when has we done?

They’s plantin the seeds of hate down in our bone marrow

When we don’t want to hate.
35
We don’t speak much in the street where I live, my God,

Nobody speak much, but we thinkin deep

Of the black sons in lands far as the wind can go,

Black boys fightin this war with them.

We thinkin deep bout they sisters stitchin airplane canvas,
40
And they old fathers plowin for wheat,

And they mothers bendin over washtubs,

They brothers at the factory wheels:

They all is bein body beat and spirit beat and heart sore and wonderin.

Listen, Lord, they ain’t nowhere for black mothers to turn.
45
Won’t You plant Your Son’s goodness in this land

Before it too late?

Set Your stars of sweetness twinklin over us like winda lamps

Before it too late?

Help these men to see they losin while they winnin
50
Long as they allow theyselves to lynch in the city streets and

on country roads?

When can I pray again,

View peace in my own parlor again?

When my sons come home
55

How can I show em my broken hands?

How can I show em they sister’s twisted back?

How can I present they land to them?

How, when they been battlin in far places for freedom?

Better let em die in the desert drinkin sand
60

Or holdin onto water and shippin into death

Than they come back an see they sufferin for vain.

I done seen a man runnin for his life,

Runnin like the wind from a mob, to no shelter.

Where were a hidin place for him?
65

Saw a dark girl nine years old

Cryin cause her father done had

The light scratched from his eyes in the month of June.

Where the seein place for him?

A black boy lyin with his arms huggin the pavement in pain.
70

What he starin at?

Good people hands up, searched for guns and razors and pipes.

When they gonna pray again?

How, precious God, can I watch my son’s eyes

When they hear this terrible?
75

How can I pray again when my tongue

Is near cleavin to the roof of my mouth?

Tell me, Lord, how?

Every time they strike us, they strikin Your Son;

Every time they shove us in, they cornerin they own children.
80

I’m gonna scream before I hope again.

I ain’t never gonna hush my mouth or lay down this heavy, black,

weary, terrible load

Until I fights to stamp my feet with my black sons

On a freedom solid rock and stand there peaceful
85

And look out into the star wilderness of the sky

And the land lyin about clean, and secure land,

And people not afraid again.

Lord, let us all see the golden wheat together,

Harvest the harvest together,
90

Touch the fulness and the hallelujah together.



Amen.
GWENDOLYN BROOKS (b. 1917)

the sonnet-ballad
(1949)

Oh mother, mother, where is happiness?

They took my lover’s tallness off to war,

Left me lamenting. Now I cannot guess

What I can use an empty heart-cup for.

He won’t be coming back here any more.
5

Some day the war will end, but, oh, I knew

When he went walking grandly out that door

That my sweet love would have to be untrue.

Would have to be untrue. Would have to court

Coquettish death, whose impudent and strange
10

Possessive arms and beauty (of a sort)

Can make a hard man hesitate—and change.

And he will be the one to stammer, “Yes.”

Oh mother, mother, where is happiness?
YEVGENY YEVTUSHENKO (b. 1933)
The Companion
(1954)
Translated by Robin Milner-Gulland and Peter Levi, S. J.

She was sitting on the rough embankment,

her cape too big for her tied on slapdash

over an odd little hat with a bobble on it,

her eyes brimming with tears of hopelessness.

An occasional butterfly floated down
5
fluttering warm wings onto the rails.

The clinkers underfoot were deep lilac.

We got cut off from our grandmothers

while the Germans were dive-bombing the train.

Katya was her name. She was nine.
10
I’d no idea what I could do about her,

but doubt quickly dissolved to certainty:

I’d have to take this thing under my wing;

—girls were in some sense of the word human,

a human being couldn’t just be left.
15
The droning in the air and the explosions

receded farther into the distance,

I touched the little girl on her elbow.

‘Come on. Do you hear? What are you waiting for?’

The world was big and we were not big,
20

and it was tough for us to walk across it.

She had galoshes on and felt boots,

I had a pair of second-hand boots.

We forded streams and tramped across the forest;

each of my feet at every step it took
25

taking a smaller step inside the boot.

The child was feeble, I was certain of it.

‘Boo-hoo,’ she’d say. ‘I’m tired,’ she’d say.

She’d tire in no time I was certain of it,

but as things turned out it was me who tired.
30

I growled I wasn’t going any further

and sat down suddenly beside the fence.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ she said.

‘Don’t be so stupid! Put grass in your boots.

Do you want to eat something? Why won’t you talk?
35

Hold this tin, this is crab.

We’ll have refreshments. You small boys,

you’re always pretending to be brave.’

Then out I went across the prickly stubble

marching beside her in a few minutes.
40

Masculine pride was muttering in my mind:

I scraped together strength and I held out

for fear of what she’d say. I even whistled.

Grass was sticking out from my tattered boots.

So on and on
45

we walked without thinking of rest

passing craters, passing fire,

under the rocking sky of ’41

tottering crazy on its smoking columns.

BOB DYLAN (b. 1941)

song: With God on Our Side
(1963)

Oh my name it is nothin’

My age it means less

The country I come from

Is called the Midwest

I’s taught and brought up there
5

The laws to abide

And that the land that I live in

Has God on its side.

Oh the history books tell it

They tell it so well
10

The cavalries charged

The Indians fell

The cavalries charged

The Indians died

Oh the country was young
15

With God on its side.

Oh the Spanish-American

War had its day

And the Civil War too

Was soon laid away
20

And the names of the heroes

I’s made to memorize

With guns in their hands

And God on their side.

Oh the First World War, boys
25
It closed out its fate

The reason for fighting

I never got straight

But I learned to accept it

Accept it with pride
30

For you don’t count the dead

When God’s on your side.

When the Second World War

Came to an end

We forgave the Germans
35
And we were friends

Though they murdered six million

In the ovens they fried

The Germans now too

Have God on their side.
40

I’ve learned to hate Russians

All through my whole life

If another war starts

It’s them we must fight

To hate them and fear them
45

To run and to hide

And accept it all bravely

With God on my side.

But now we got weapons

Of the chemical dust
50

If fire them we’re forced to

Then fire them we must

One push of the button

And a shot the world wide

And you never ask questions
55

When God’s on your side.

Through many a dark hour

I’ve been thinkin’ about this

That Jesus Christ

Was betrayed by a kiss
60

But I can’t think for you

You’ll have to decide

Whether Judas Iscariot

Had God on his side.

So now as I’m leavin’
65
I’m weary as Hell

The confusion I’m feelin’

Ain’t no tongue can tell

The words fill my head

And fall to the floor
70

If God’s on our side

He’ll stop the next war.

ROBERT LOWELL (1917–1977)

For the Union Dead
(1964)

“Relinquunt Omnia Servare Rem Publicam.”1
The old South Boston Aquarium stands

in a Sahara of snow now. Its broken windows are boarded.

The bronze weathervane cod has lost half its scales.

The airy tanks are dry.

Once my nose crawled like a snail on the glass;
5

my hand tingled

to burst the bubbles

drifting from the noses of the cowed, compliant fish.

My hand draws back. I often sigh still

for the dark downward and vegetating kingdom
10
of the fish and reptile. One morning last March,

I pressed against the new barbed and galvanized

fence on the Boston Common. Behind their cage,

yellow dinosaur steamshovels were grunting

as they cropped up tons of mush and grass
15
to gouge their underworld garage.

Parking spaces luxuriate like civic

sandpiles in the heart of Boston.

A girdle of orange, Puritan-pumpkin colored girders

braces the tingling Statehouse,
20

shaking over the excavations, as it faces Colonel Shaw2
and his bell-cheeked Negro infantry

on St. Gaudens’ shaking Civil War relief,

propped by a plank splint against the garage’s earthquake.

Two months after marching through Boston,
25

half the regiment was dead;

at the dedication,

William James could almost hear the bronze Negroes breathe.

Their monument sticks like a fishbone

in the city’s throat.
30

Its Colonel is as lean

as a compass-needle.

He has an angry wrenlike vigilance,

a greyhound’s gentle tautness;

he seems to wince at pleasure,
35

and suffocate for privacy.

He is out of bounds now. He rejoices in man’s lovely,

peculiar power to choose life and die—

when he leads his black soldiers to death,

he cannot bend his back.
40

On a thousand small town New England greens,

the old white churches hold their air

of sparse, sincere rebellion; frayed flags

quilt the graveyards of the Grand Army of the Republic.

The stone statues of the abstract Union Soldier
45

grow slimmer and younger each year—

wasp-waisted, they doze over muskets

and muse through their sideburns . . . 

Shaw’s father wanted no monument

except the ditch,
50

where his son’s body was thrown

and lost with his “niggers.”

The ditch is nearer.

There are no statues for the last war here;

on Boylston Street, a commercial photograph
55

shows Hiroshima boiling

over a Mosler Safe, the “Rock of Ages”

that survived the blast. Space is nearer.

When I crouch to my television set,

the drained faces of Negro school-children rise like balloons.
60

Colonel Shaw

is riding on his bubble,

he waits

for the blessèd break.

The Aquarium is gone. Everywhere,
65
giant finned cars nose forward like fish;

a savage servility

slides by on grease.

DENISE LEVERTOV (1923–1997)
What Were They Like?
(1966)

1)
Did the people of Viet Nam


use lanterns of stone?

2)
Did they hold ceremonies


to reverence the opening of buds?

3)
Were they inclined to quiet laughter?
5
4)
Did they use bone and ivory,


jade and silver, for ornament?

5)
Had they an epic poem?

6)
Did they distinguish between speech and singing?

1)
Sir, their light hearts turned to stone.
10

It is not remembered whether in gardens


stone lanterns illumined pleasant ways.

2)
Perhaps they gathered once to delight in blossom,


but after the children were killed


there were no more buds.
15
3)
Sir, laughter is bitter to the burned mouth.

4)
A dream ago, perhaps. Ornament is for joy.


All the bones were charred.

5)
It is not remembered. Remember,


most were peasants; their life
20


was in rice and bamboo.


When peaceful clouds were reflected in the paddies


and the water buffalo stepped surely along terraces,


maybe fathers told their sons old tales.


When bombs smashed those mirrors
25

there was time only to scream.

6)
There is no echo yet


of their speech which was like a song.


It was reported their singing resembled


the flight of moths in moonlight.
30

Who can say? It is silent now.

NGUYEN LAM SON

Can Tho1
(1967)

Translated by Bruce Weigl and Thanh Nguyen, from North Vietnamese documents 
captured September 27, 1967.

Can Tho, country of my heart,

Country of the whitest rice, clearest water

And most beautiful sunshine.

Country of the green banana,

The betal palm and coconut tree,
5
Who forces me to walk away from this country?

With a strong will I journey,

Determined to cross all oceans

To join the revolution at Ca Mau.

But fighting, even hand and hand
10
With my countrymen in another village

Is like fighting in another country.

I cannot return home.

Step by step we march forward to keep our honor,

Already muddied by the enemy.
15
Please do not let our country be defeated.

Use all of your strength and all of your life

So that Ca Rang City and Phung Hiep

Will be remembered forever and the Hoa Vu forests

Will still shine bright as fire.
20
With hope that you will keep your will,

I write this poem for you, my friends.

LANGSTON HUGHES (1902–1967)

Without Benefit of Declaration
(1967)

Listen here, Joe,

Don’t you know

That tomorrow

You got to go

Out yonder where
5

The steel winds blow?

Listen here, kid,

It’s been said

Tomorrow you’ll be dead

Out there where
10

The rain is lead.

Don’t ask me why.

Just go ahead and die.

Hidden from the sky

Out yonder you’ll lie:
15

A medal to your family—

In exchange for

A guy.

Mama, don’t cry.

ANONYMOUS1
Americans Are Not Beautiful
(ca. 1968)

They are called My,
Which my brother says means beautiful.

But they are not beautiful:

They have too much hair on their arms like monkeys,

They are tall like trees without branches,
5

Their eyes are green like eyes of boiled pigs

In the markets during the New Year.

Their hair is blond and not black,

Their skin is pink and not brown,

Their cars frighten cyclists in the streets,
10
Their flying machines and their dragonflies

Drop death on people and animals

And make trees bare of their leaves.

Here, Americans are not beautiful.

“But they are,
15
In their faraway country”

My brother says.

DENISE LEVERTOV (1923–1997)

The Pilots
(1975)

Because they were prisoners,

because they were polite and friendly and lonesome and homesick,

because they said Yes, they knew

the names of the bombs they dropped

but didn’t say whether they understood what these bombs
5
are designed to do

to human flesh, and because

I didn’t ask them, being unable to decide

whether to ask would serve

any purpose other than cruelty, and
10

because since then I met Mrs. Brown, the mother of one of

their fellow prisoners,

and loved her, for she has the same lovingkindness in her

that I saw in Vietnamese women (and men too)

and because my hostility left the room and wasn’t there
15

when I thought I needed it

while I was drinking tea with the POW’s,

because of all these reasons I hope

they were truly as ignorant,

as unawakened,
20
as they seemed,

I hope their chances in life up to this point

have been poor,

I hope they can truly be considered

victims of the middle America they come from,
25
their American Legionnaire fathers, their macho high schools

their dull skimped Freshman English courses,

for if they did understand precisely

what they were doing, and did it anyway, and would do it again,

then I must learn to distrust
30
my own preference for trusting people,

then I must learn to question

my own preference for liking people,

then I must learn to keep

my hostility chained to me
35
so it won’t leave me when I need it.

And if it is proved to me

that these men understood their acts,

how shall I ever again

be able to meet the eyes of Mrs. Brown?
40
JUDY GRAHN (b. 1940)
Vietnamese woman speaking 

to an American soldier
(1978)

Stack your body

on my body

make

life

make children play
5
in my jungle hair

make rice flare into my sky like

whitest flak

the whitest flash

my eyes have
10
burned out

looking

press your swelling weapon

here

between usif you
15
push it quickly I should

come

to understand your purpose

what you bring us

what you call it
20
there

in your country

CAROLYN FORCHÉ (b. 1950)
The Visitor
(1979)

In Spanish he whispers there is no time left.

It is the sound of scythes arcing in wheat,

the ache of some field song in Salvador.

The wind along the prison, cautious

as Francisco’s hands on the inside, touching
5
the walls as he walks, it is his wife’s breath

slipping into his cell each night while he

imagines his hand to be hers. It is a small country.

There is nothing one man will not do to another.

THOMAS McGRATH (1916–1990)
Fresco: Departure for an Imperialist War
(1983)

They stand there weeping in the stained daylight.

Nothing can stop them now from reaching the end of their youth.

Somewhere the Mayor salutes a winning team.

Somewhere the diplomats kiss in the long corridors of history.

Somewhere a politician is grafting a speech
5
On the green tree of American money.

Somewhere prayer; somewhere orders and papers.

Somewhere the poor are gathering illegal arms.

Meanwhile they are there on that very platform.

The train sails silently toward them out of American sleep,
10

And at last the two are arrived at the very point of departure.

He goes toward death and she toward loneliness.

Weeping, their arms embrace the only country they love.

Adrienne Rich (b. 1929)
For the Record
(1983)
The clouds and the stars didn’t wage this war

the brooks gave no information

if the mountain spewed stones of fire into the river

it was not taking sides

the raindrop faintly swaying under the leaf
5
had no political opinions

and if here or there a house

filled with backed-up raw sewage

or poisoned those who lived there

with slow fumes, over years
10
the houses were not at war

nor did the tinned-up buildings

intend to refuse shelter

to homeless old women and roaming children

they had no policy to keep them roaming
15
or dying, no, the cities were not the problem

the bridges were non-partisan

the freeways burned, but not with hatred

Even the miles of barbed wire

stretched around crouching temporary huts
20
designed to keep the unwanted

at a safe distance, out of sight

even the boards that had to absorb

year upon year, so many human sounds

so many depths of vomit, tears
25
slow-soaking blood

had not offered themselves for this

The trees didn’t volunteer to be cut into boards

nor the thorns for tearing flesh

Look around at all of it
30
and ask whose signature

is stamped on the orders, traced

in the corner of the building plans

Ask where the illiterate, big-bellied

women were, the drunks and crazies,
35
the ones you fear most of all: ask where you were.

JOY HARJO (b. 1951)

Resurrection
(1985)
Estelí1
this mountain town means something

like the glass of bloody stars.

Your Spanish tongue will not be silent.

In my volcano heart,
5
soldiers pace, watch over what they fear.

One pretty one leans against

his girlfriend

they make promises, touch, plan to meet somewhere else

in this war.
10
Not far down the fevered street


a trace of calypso

laughter from a cantina.

We are all in a balloon that’s about to split.

Candles make oblique circles
15
in the barrio church, line the walls with prayers.


An aboriginal woman

as old as Momotombo2 fingers obsidian

recalls dreams, waits for the light

to begin to break. I don’t imagine anything.
20
Lizards chase themselves all night


over the tin roof of the motel.

I rock in a barrage of fever,

feel the breathing-sweat of the whole town: stop, pause

and begin again.
25
I have no damned words to make violence fit neatly


like wrapped packages

of meat, to hold us safely.

The songs here speak tenderly of honor and love,

sweet melody is the undercurrent of gunfire,
30
yet

the wounded and the dead call out in words that sting

like bitter limes. Ask the women

who have given away the clothes of their dead children. Ask the

frozen
35
soul of a man who was found buried in the hole left


by his missing penis.

They are talking, yet

the night could change.

We all watch for fire
40
for all the fallen dead to return


and teach us a language so terrible

it could resurrect us all.
OTTO ORBAN (b. 1936)
Chile
(1987)

Translated by Jascha Kessler and Maria Korosy.

The MP tramps empty-handed down the stairs.—This is the third time you’ve been here, the woman says, and you’ve found nothing.—See you around sometime, the Lieutenant says to the kid, we’re not coming back.—Then you saw Daddy in the attic? the child asks.—So we did, says the Lieutenant, going into the house, bringing the man down, and shooting him in the yard, right before the mother and child. Pupils the size of the world: Earth, its seas and springtime, green-gowned amongst the burning stars. 
BRUCE WEIGL (b. 1949)
Song of Napalm
(1988)

for my wife

After the storm, after the rain stopped pounding,

we stood in the doorway watching horses

walk off lazily across the pasture’s hill.

We stared through the black screen,

our vision altered by the distance
5
so I thought I saw a mist

kicked up around their hooves when they faded

like cut-out horses

away from us.

The grass was never more blue in that light, more
10
scarlet; beyond the pasture

trees scraped their voices into the wind, branches

crisscrossed the sky like barbed wire

but you said they were only branches.

Okay. The storm stopped pounding.
15
I am trying to say this straight: for once

I was sane enough to pause and breathe

outside my wild plans and after the hard rain

I turned my back on the old curses. I believed

they swung finally away from me . . . 
20

But still the branches are wire

and thunder is the pounding mortar,

still I close my eyes and see the girl

running from her village, napalm

stuck to her dress like jelly,
25
her hands reaching for the no one

who waits in waves of heat before her.

So I can keep on living,

so I can stay here beside you,

I try to imagine she runs down the road and wings
30
beat inside her until she rises

above the stinking jungle and her pain

eases, and your pain, and mine.

But the lie swings back again.

The lie works only as long as it takes to speak
35
and the girl runs only as far

as the napalm allows

until her burning tendons and crackling

muscles draw her up

into that final position
40
burning bodies so perfectly assume. Nothing

can change that, she is burned behind my eyes

and not your good love and not the rain-swept air

and not the jungle-green

pasture unfolding before us can deny it.
45
DWIGHT OKITA (b. 1958)

In Response to Executive Order 9066:

all americans of japanese descent

must report to relocation centers1
(1989)

Dear Sirs:

Of course I’ll come. I’ve packed my galoshes

and three packets of tomato seeds. Janet calls them

“love apples.” My father says where we’re going

they won’t grow.
5

I am a fourteen-year-old girl with bad spelling

and a messy room. If it helps any, I will tell you

I have always felt funny using chopsticks

and my favorite food is hot dogs.

My best friend is a white girl named Denise—
10
we look at boys together. She sat in front of me

all through grade school because of our names:

O’Connor, Ozawa. I know the back of Denise’s head very well.

I tell her she’s going bald. She tells me I copy on tests.

We’re best friends.
15

I saw Denise today in Geography class.

She was sitting on the other side of the room.

“You’re trying to start a war,” she said, “giving secrets away

to the Enemy, Why can’t you keep your big mouth shut?”

I didn’t know what to say.
20
I gave her a packet of tomato seeds

and asked her to plant them for me, told her

when the first tomato ripens

to miss me

MARGARET ATWOOD (b. 1939)

The Loneliness of the Military Historian
(1990)

Confess: it’s my profession

that alarms you.

This is why few people ask me to dinner,

though Lord knows I don’t go out of my way to be scary.

I wear dresses of sensible cut
5
and unalarming shades of beige,

I smell of lavender and go to the hairdresser’s:

no prophetess mane of mine

complete with snakes, will frighten the youngsters.

If my eyes roll and I mutter,
10
if my arms are gloved in blood right up to the elbow,

if I clutch at my heart and scream in horror

like a third-rate actress chewing up a mad scene,

I do it in private and nobody sees

but the bathroom mirror.
15
In general I might agree with you:

women should not contemplate war,

should not weigh tactics impartially,

or evade the word enemy,

or view both sides and denounce nothing.
20
Women should march for peace,

or hand out white feathers to inspire bravery,

spit themselves on bayonets

to protect their babies,

whose skulls will be split anyway,
25

or, having been raped repeatedly,

hang themselves with their own hair.

These are the functions that inspire general comfort.

That, and the knitting of socks for the troops

and a sort of moral cheerleading.
30

Also: mourning the dead.

Sons, lovers, and so forth.

All the killed children.

Instead of this, I tell

what I hope will pass as truth.
35

A blunt thing, not lovely.

The truth is seldom welcome,

especially at dinner,

though I am good at what I do.

My trade is in courage and atrocities.
40

I look at them and do not condemn.

I write things down the way they happened,

as near as can be remembered.

I don’t ask why because it is mostly the same.

Wars happen because the ones who start them
45

think they can win.

In my dreams there is glamour.

The Vikings leave their fields

each year for a few months of killing and plunder,

much as the boys go hunting.
50

In real life they were farmers.

They come back loaded with splendor.

The Arabs ride against Crusaders

with scimitars that could sever

silk in the air.
55

A swift cut to the horse’s neck

and a hunk of armor crashes down

like a tower. Fire against metal.

A poet might say: romance against banality.

When awake, I know better.
60
Despite the propaganda, there are no monsters,

or none that can be finally buried.

Finish one off and circumstances

and the radio create another.

Believe me: whole armies have prayed fervently
65
to God all night and meant it,

and been slaughtered anyway.

Brutality wins frequently,

and large outcomes have turned on the invention

of a mechanical device, viz. radar.
70

True, sometimes valor counts for something,

as at Thermopylae. Sometimes being right,

though ultimate virtue by agreed tradition

is decided by the winner.

Sometimes men throw themselves on grenades
75

and burst like paper bags of guts

to save their comrades.

I can admire that.

But rats and cholera have won many wars.

Those, and potatoes
80

or the absence of them.

It’s no use pinning all those medals

across the chests of the dead.

Impressive, but I know too much.

Grand exploits merely depress me.
85

In the interests of research

I have walked on many battlefields

that once were liquid with pulped

men’s bodies and spangled with burst

shells and splayed bone.
90

All of them have been green again

by the time I got there.

Each has inspired a few good quotes in its day.

Sad marble angels brood like hens

over the grassy nests where nothing hatches.
95

(The angels could just as well be described as vulgar,
or pitiless, depending on camera angle.)

The word glory figures a lot on gateways.

Of course I pick a flower or two

from each, and press it in the hotel
100

Bible, for a souvenir.

I’m just as human as you.

But it’s no use asking me for a final statement.

As I say, I deal in tactics.

Also statistics:
105

for every year of peace there have been four hundred

years of war.

BARBARA KINGSOLVER (b. 1955)

Deadline
(1991)

January 15, 19911
The night before war begins, and you are still here.

You can stand in a breathless cold

ocean of candles, a thousand issues of your same face

rubbed white from below by clear waxed light.

A vigil. You are wondering what it is
5

you can hold a candle to.

You have a daughter. Her cheeks curve

like aspects of the Mohammed’s perfect pear.

She is three. Too young for candles but

you are here, this is war.
10

Flames covet the gold-sparked ends of her hair,

her nylon parka laughing in color,

inflammable. It has taken your whole self

to bring her undamaged to this moment,

and waiting in the desert at this moment
15

is a bomb that flings gasoline in a liquid sheet,

a laundress’s snap overhead, wide as the ancient Tigris,

and ignites as it descends.

The polls have sung their opera of assent: the land

wants war. But here is another America,
20

candle-throated, sure as tide.

Whoever you are, you are also this granite anger.

In history you will be the vigilant dead

who stood in front of every war with old hearts

in your pockets, stood on the carcass of hope
25

listening for the thunder of its feathers.

The desert is diamond ice and only stars above us here

and elsewhere, a thousand issues of a clear waxed star,

a holocaust of heaven

and somewhere, a way out.
30
GLORIAVANDO (b. 1934)

Legend of the Flamboyán1
(1993)

I

It was a good old-fashioned

victory—no massacres, no fires,

no children gunned down

in the streets of day,

no cameras to point a finger
5
and say he did it, or they;
it was calm, it was civilized—

they emerged from the ocean,

and claimed their paradise.

From the rain forest, naked and
10
trembling beneath scheffleras2

and figs, perched like purple

gallinules among the low branches

of the jacarandas, the Taínos3
watched the iron-clad strangers
15
wade awkwardly ashore, their

banners staking out their land.

Chief Agüeybana also watched,

the gold guanín4 glinting

on his chest like a target.
20
Who were these intruders and what

were they doing on this island?

Could they be cannibals like

the Caribes?5 Could they be gods?

Their bodies glistened like stars;
25
their eyes like the sea.

The Taínos met and argued

well into the night, weighing

the pros and cons of strategies—

if these were gods, to ignore them
30
might incite their wrath,

to fight them might invite death.

Best to rejoice then and welcome

the silver giants to Boriquén.6
The Spaniards responded by
35
taking first their freedom,

then their land, then

using them as human picks to dig

for gold—gold for the crown,

gold for the holy faith,
40
gold for the glory of Spain.

2

The darkness of the mines

consumed them, sapped

their laughter, their song,

locking them into perpetual night.
45
The women withdrew, drew in,

their hearts hard

against the longing they saw

in the strangers’ eyes—

not to look, not to be seen—
50
they bowed their heads, folded

into themselves like secrets

whispered only in the safety

of brown arms.

3

A wrecked vessel washed ashore
55

at Guajataca. The children raced

down to the beach looking

for treasures, looking under

torn sails, beneath coiled ropes,

turning over loosened boards,
60

and suddenly—a hand, then a face,

the skin pale and mottled, the eyes

staring up at them, opaque

like a fish, the color of the sea.

Something dead. Something ungodly.
65

The island echoed their cries.

That night the Taínos planned

carefully, knowing—

like those at Masada7 before them—

that there was no other way.
70

They drew straws.

The first Spaniard to awaken

was startled by the hush, as though

the earth itself had given up.

He stepped out into the chill,
75
into the stained silence,

but saw only flowers, thousands

of flamboyáns—

splashes of blood—

blooming all over the island.
80>

1See last two lines for full quotation from Horace: “It is sweet and proper to die for one’s country.”

2Gas shells.>

1Hummingbird (Spanish).

2Town in Puerto Rico.

3An indigenous people of the West Indies, now extinct.

4Bananas (Spanish).>

1Ancient city in West Asia Minor, the capitol of Lydia. 

2Ancient kingdom in West Asia Minor; under Croesus, a wealthy empire including most of Asia Minor.

1In 1655, the Roman Catholic Duke of Savoy sent troops to massacre members of a Protestant religious community in northwestern Italy.>

2The Pope.

3Protestants associated the Catholic Church with the corrupt city of Babylon, the destruction of which the Bible prophesies.

1Reconnaissance cavalry.

1Thomas Atkins, generic name for a British soldier.

2Cheap seats.

3Queen’s.

1Our blame (Latin).

1Spirit of the world [Latin]; to Yeats a collective source of images and inspiration for poets.

1Helen of Troy, daughter of Zeus and Leda, whose abduction led to the Trojan War.>

1National police force, organized along military lines and frequently used for political repression.

2City in Southwest Spain known for its sherry and cognac.

3Everlastings or immortelles, flowers that keep their shape and color when dried.

1Adolf Hitler was commonly believed to have once been a house painter.

1Brooks points out (in 1988) that the poem was published in 1945; she writes that the word “Negro” is “no longer used by self-respecting Blacks.”

1“They give up everything to serve the republic.”>

2Robert Gould Shaw, white, led a black regiment.

1Can Tho is in the Mekong Delta in South Vietnam.

1A Vietnamese girl, age 14, living in Saigon.

1Town in Nicaragua, near the Honduran border.

2Volcano in Nicaragua.

1More than 100,000 Japanese Americans were sent to “relocation centers,” or internment camps, in the United States during World War II.

1Under U.S. pressure, the United Nations Security Council authorized the use of force against Iraq if it did not withdraw from Kuwait by January 15, 1991. Iraq did not withdraw, and the United States and its allies attacked immediately.

1Large tree with flaming red flowers.>

2Tropical trees.

3An indigenous people of the West Indies, now extinct.

4Base (gold) ornaments.

5Another indigenous people of the West Indies.

6Taíno name for what is now Puerto Rico.>

7Ancient fortress where the Jews fought the Romans.

