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“Dreamwood” (Adrienne Rich) 

 

In the old, scratched, cheap wood of the typing stand 

there is a landscape, veined, which only a child can see 

or the child’s older self, a poet, 

a woman dreaming when she should be typing 

the last report of the day. If this were a map, 

she thinks, a map laid down to memorize 

because she might be walking it, it shows 

ridge upon ridge fading into hazed desert 

here and there a sign of aquifers 

and one possible watering-hole. If this were a map 

it would be the map of the last age of her life, 

not a map of choices but a map of variations 

on the one great choice. It would be the map by which 

she could see the end of touristic choices, 

of distances blued and purpled by romance, 

by which she would recognize that poetry 

isn’t revolution but a way of knowing 

why it must come. If this cheap, mass-produced 

wooden stand from the Brooklyn Union Gas Co., 

mass-produced yet durable, being here now, 

is what it is yet a dream-map 

so obdurate, so plain, 

she thinks, the material and the dream can join 

and that is the poem and that is the late report. 
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“A Psalm Of Life” (Henry Longfellow) 

 

What the heart of the young man said to the psalmist 

 Tell me not, in mournful numbers, 

     Life is but an empty dream! – 

 For the soul is dead that slumbers, 

     And things are not what they seem. 

 Life is real!  Life is earnest! 

     And the grave is not its goal; 

 Dust thou art, to dust returnest, 

     Was not spoken of the soul. 

 Not enjoyment, and not sorrow, 

     Is our destined end or way; 

 But to act, that each to-morrow 

     Find us farther than to-day. 

 Art is long, and Time is fleeting, 

     And our hearts, though stout and brave, 

 Still, like muffled drums, are beating 

     Funeral marches to the grave. 

 In the world’s broad field of battle, 

     In the bivouac of Life, 

 Be not like dumb, driven cattle! 

     Be a hero in the strife! 

 Trust no Future, howe’er pleasant! 

     Let the dead Past bury its dead! 

 Act, — act in the living Present! 

     Heart within, and God o’erhead! 
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 Lives of great men all remind us 

     We can make our lives sublime, 

 And, departing, leave behind us 

     Footprints on the sands of time; 

 Footprints, that perhaps another, 

     Sailing o’er life’s solemn main, 

 A forlorn and shipwrecked brother, 

     Seeing, shall take heart again. 

 Let us, then, be up and doing, 

     With a heart for any fate; 

 Still achieving, still pursuing, 

     Learn to labor and to wait. 
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“When Death Comes” (Mary Oliver) 

 

When death comes 

like the hungry bear in autumn; 

when death comes and takes all the bright coins from his purse 

to buy me, and snaps the purse shut; 

when death comes 

like the measle-pox 

when death comes 

like an iceberg between the shoulder blades, 

I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering: 

what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness? 

And therefore I look upon everything 

as a brotherhood and a sisterhood, 

and I look upon time as no more than an idea, 

and I consider eternity as another possibility, 

and I think of each life as a flower, as common 

as a field daisy, and as singular, 

and each name a comfortable music in the mouth, 

tending, as all music does, toward silence, 

and each body a lion of courage, and something 

precious to the earth. 

When it’s over, I want to say all my life 

I was a bride married to amazement. 

I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 

When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder 

if I have made of my life something particular, and real. 
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I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened, 

or full of argument. 

I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.  
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“If I Could Tell You” (W. H. Auden) 

 

Time will say nothing but I told you so  

Time only knows the price we have to pay;  

If I could tell you I would let you know.  

 

If we should weep when clowns put on their show,  

If we should stumble when musicians play,  

Time will say nothing but I told you so.  

 

There are no fortunes to be told, although,  

Because I love you more than I can say,  

If I could tell you I would let you know.  

 

The winds must come from somewhere when they blow,  

There must be reason why the leaves decay;  

Time will say nothing but I told you so.  

 

Perhaps the roses really want to grow,  

The vision seriously intends to stay;  

If I could tell you I would let you know.  

 

Suppose the lions all get up and go,  

And the brooks and soldiers run away;  

Will Time say nothing but I told you so?  

If I could tell you I would let you know. 
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“Faint Music” (Robert Hass) 

 

Maybe you need to write a poem about grace. 

 

When everything broken is broken,    

and everything dead is dead, 

and the hero has looked into the mirror with complete contempt, 

and the heroine has studied her face and its defects 

remorselessly, and the pain they thought might, 

as a token of their earnestness, release them from themselves 

has lost its novelty and not released them, 

and they have begun to think, kindly and distantly, 

watching the others go about their days— 

likes and dislikes, reasons, habits, fears— 

that self-love is the one weedy stalk 

of every human blossoming, and understood, 

therefore, why they had been, all their lives,    

in such a fury to defend it, and that no one— 

except some almost inconceivable saint in his pool 

of poverty and silence—can escape this violent, automatic 

life’s companion ever, maybe then, ordinary light, 

faint music under things, a hovering like grace appears. 

 

As in the story a friend told once about the time    

he tried to kill himself. His girl had left him. 

Bees in the heart, then scorpions, maggots, and then ash.    

He climbed onto the jumping girder of the bridge,    

the bay side, a blue, lucid afternoon. 

And in the salt air he thought about the word “seafood,” 

that there was something faintly ridiculous about it. 

No one said “landfood.” He thought it was degrading to the rainbow 

perch 

he’d reeled in gleaming from the cliffs, the black rockbass,    

scales like polished carbon, in beds of kelp 
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along the coast—and he realized that the reason for the word    

was crabs, or mussels, clams. Otherwise 

the restaurants could just put “fish” up on their signs,    

and when he woke—he’d slept for hours, curled up    

on the girder like a child—the sun was going down 

and he felt a little better, and afraid. He put on the jacket    

he’d used for a pillow, climbed over the railing    

carefully, and drove home to an empty house. 

 

There was a pair of her lemon yellow panties 

hanging on a doorknob. He studied them. Much-washed.    

A faint russet in the crotch that made him sick    

with rage and grief. He knew more or less 

where she was. A flat somewhere on Russian Hill.    

They’d have just finished making love. She’d have tears    

in her eyes and touch his jawbone gratefully. “God,”    

she’d say, “you are so good for me.” Winking lights,    

a foggy view downhill toward the harbor and the bay.    

“You’re sad,” he’d say. “Yes.” “Thinking about Nick?” 

“Yes,” she’d say and cry. “I tried so hard,” sobbing now, 

“I really tried so hard.” And then he’d hold her for a while— 

Guatemalan weavings from his fieldwork on the wall— 

and then they’d fuck again, and she would cry some more,    

and go to sleep. 

And he, he would play that scene 

once only, once and a half, and tell himself 

that he was going to carry it for a very long time 

and that there was nothing he could do 

but carry it. He went out onto the porch, and listened    

to the forest in the summer dark, madrone bark 

cracking and curling as the cold came up. 

 

It’s not the story though, not the friend 

leaning toward you, saying “And then I realized—,” 
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which is the part of stories one never quite believes.    

I had the idea that the world’s so full of pain 

it must sometimes make a kind of singing. 

And that the sequence helps, as much as order helps— 

First an ego, and then pain, and then the singing. 

 

---Robert Hass, “Faint Music” from Sun Under Wood.  (Ecco Press, 

1996) 
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“Still I Rise” (Maya Angelou) 

 

You may write me down in history 

With your bitter, twisted lies, 

You may trod me in the very dirt 

But still, like dust, I’ll rise. 

 

Does my sassiness upset you? 

Why are you beset with gloom? 

’Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells 

Pumping in my living room. 

 

Just like moons and like suns, 

With the certainty of tides, 

Just like hopes springing high, 

Still I’ll rise. 

 

Did you want to see me broken? 

Bowed head and lowered eyes? 

Shoulders falling down like teardrops, 

Weakened by my soulful cries? 

 

Does my haughtiness offend you? 

Don’t you take it awful hard 

’Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines 

Diggin’ in my own backyard. 

 

You may shoot me with your words, 

You may cut me with your eyes, 

You may kill me with your hatefulness, 

But still, like air, I’ll rise. 

 

Does my sexiness upset you? 

Does it come as a surprise 
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That I dance like I’ve got diamonds 

At the meeting of my thighs? 

 

Out of the huts of history’s shame 

I rise 

Up from a past that’s rooted in pain 

I rise 

I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide, 

Welling and swelling I bear in the tide. 

 

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 

I rise 

Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 

I rise 

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 

I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 

I rise 

I rise 

I rise. 

 

---Maya Angelou, “Still I Rise” from And Still I Rise: A Book of Poems.   
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“Siren Song” (Margaret Atwood) 

 

This is the one song everyone 

would like to learn: the song 

that is irresistible: 

 

the song that forces men 

to leap overboard in squadrons 

even though they see the beached skulls 

 

the song nobody knows 

because anyone who has heard it 

is dead, and the others can’t remember. 

 

Shall I tell you the secret 

and if I do, will you get me 

out of this bird suit? 

 

I don’t enjoy it here 

squatting on this island 

looking picturesque and mythical 

 

with these two feathery maniacs, 

I don’t enjoy singing 

this trio, fatal and valuable. 

 

I will tell the secret to you, 

to you, only to you. 

Come closer. This song 

 

is a cry for help: Help me! 

Only you, only you can, 

you are unique 
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at last. Alas 

it is a boring song 

but it works every time. 

 

---Margaret Atwood, “Siren Song” from Selected Poems 1965-1975.   
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“Chimes of Freedom” (Bob Dylan) 

 

Far between sundown’s finish an’ midnight’s broken toll 

We ducked inside the doorway, thunder crashing 

As majestic bells of bolts struck shadows in the sounds 

Seeming to be the chimes of freedom flashing 

Flashing for the warriors whose strength is not to fight 

Flashing for the refugees on the unarmed road of flight 

An’ for each an’ ev’ry underdog soldier in the night 

An’ we gazed upon the chimes of freedom flashing 

 

In the city’s melted furnace, unexpectedly we watched 

With faces hidden while the walls were tightening 

As the echo of the wedding bells before the blowin’ rain 

Dissolved into the bells of the lightning 

Tolling for the rebel, tolling for the rake 

Tolling for the luckless, the abandoned an’ forsaked 

Tolling for the outcast, burnin’ constantly at stake 

An’ we gazed upon the chimes of freedom flashing 

 

Through the mad mystic hammering of the wild ripping hail 

The sky cracked its poems in naked wonder 

That the clinging of the church bells blew far into the breeze 

Leaving only bells of lightning and its thunder 

Striking for the gentle, striking for the kind 

Striking for the guardians and protectors of the mind 

An’ the unpawned painter behind beyond his rightful time 

An’ we gazed upon the chimes of freedom flashing 

 

Through the wild cathedral evening the rain unraveled tales 

For the disrobed faceless forms of no position 

Tolling for the tongues with no place to bring their thoughts 

All down in taken-for-granted situations 

Tolling for the deaf an’ blind, tolling for the mute 
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Tolling for the mistreated, mateless mother, the mistitled prostitute 

For the misdemeanor outlaw, chased an’ cheated by pursuit 

An’ we gazed upon the chimes of freedom flashing 

 

Even though a cloud’s white curtain in a far-off corner flashed 

An’ the hypnotic splattered mist was slowly lifting 

Electric light still struck like arrows, fired but for the ones 

Condemned to drift or else be kept from drifting 

Tolling for the searching ones, on their speechless, seeking trail 

For the lonesome-hearted lovers with too personal a tale 

An’ for each unharmful, gentle soul misplaced inside a jail 

An’ we gazed upon the chimes of freedom flashing 

 

Starry-eyed an’ laughing as I recall when we were caught 

Trapped by no track of hours for they hanged suspended 

As we listened one last time an’ we watched with one last look 

Spellbound an’ swallowed ’til the tolling ended 

Tolling for the aching ones whose wounds cannot be nursed 

For the countless confused, accused, misused, strung-out ones an’ worse 

An’ for every hung-up person in the whole wide universe 

An’ we gazed upon the chimes of freedom flashing. 
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“Like a Rolling Stone” (Bob Dylan) 

Once upon a time you dressed so fine 

You threw the bums a dime in your prime, didn’t you? 

People’d call, say, “Beware doll, you’re bound to fall” 

You thought they were all kiddin’ you 

You used to laugh about 

Everybody that was hangin’ out 

Now you don’t talk so loud 

Now you don’t seem so proud 

About having to be scrounging for your next meal 

 

How does it feel 

How does it feel 

To be without a home 

Like a complete unknown 

Like a rolling stone? 

 

You’ve gone to the finest school all right, Miss Lonely 

But you know you only used to get juiced in it 

And nobody has ever taught you how to live on the street 

And now you find out you’re gonna have to get used to it 

You said you’d never compromise 

With the mystery tramp, but now you realize 

He’s not selling any alibis 

As you stare into the vacuum of his eyes 

And ask him do you want to make a deal? 

 

How does it feel 

How does it feel 

To be on your own 

With no direction home 

Like a complete unknown 

Like a rolling stone? 
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You never turned around to see the frowns on the jugglers and the clowns 

When they all come down and did tricks for you 

You never understood that it ain’t no good 

You shouldn’t let other people get your kicks for you 

You used to ride on the chrome horse with your diplomat 

Who carried on his shoulder a Siamese cat 

Ain’t it hard when you discover that 

He really wasn’t where it’s at 

After he took from you everything he could steal 

 

How does it feel 

How does it feel 

To be on your own 

With no direction home 

Like a complete unknown 

Like a rolling stone? 

 

Princess on the steeple and all the pretty people 

They’re drinkin’, thinkin’ that they got it made 

Exchanging all kinds of precious gifts and things 

But you’d better lift your diamond ring, you’d better pawn it babe 

You used to be so amused 

At Napoleon in rags and the language that he used 

Go to him now, he calls you, you can’t refuse 

When you got nothing, you got nothing to lose 

You’re invisible now, you got no secrets to conceal 

 

How does it feel 

How does it feel 

To be on your own 

With no direction home 

Like a complete unknown 

Like a rolling stone? 
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“Diamonds & Rust” (Joan Baez) 

Well I'll be damned 

Here comes your ghost again 

But that's not unusual 

It's just that the moon is full 

And you happened to call 

And here I sit 

Hand on the telephone 

Hearing a voice I'd known 

A couple of light years ago 

Heading straight for a fall 

 

As I remember your eyes 

Were bluer than robin's eggs 

My poetry was lousy you said 

Where are you calling from? 

A booth in the midwest 

Ten years ago 

I bought you some cufflinks 

You brought me something 

We both know what memories can bring 

They bring diamonds and rust 

 

Well you burst on the scene 

Already a legend 

The unwashed phenomenon 

The original vagabond 

You strayed into my arms 

And there you stayed 

Temporarily lost at sea 

The Madonna was yours for free 

Yes the girl on the half-shell 

Would keep you unharmed 
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Now I see you standing 

With brown leaves falling around 

And snow in your hair 

Now you're smiling out the window 

Of that crummy hotel 

Over Washington Square 

Our breath comes out white clouds 

Mingles and hangs in the air 

Speaking strictly for me 

We both could have died then and there 

 

Now you're telling me 

You're not nostalgic 

Then give me another word for it 

You who are so good with words 

And at keeping things vague 

Because I need some of that vagueness now 

It's all come back too clearly 

Yes I loved you dearly 

And if you're offering me diamonds and rust 

I've already paid. 
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“Ode to Psyche” (John Keats) 

 

O Goddess! hear these tuneless numbers, wrung  

         By sweet enforcement and remembrance dear,  

And pardon that thy secrets should be sung  

         Even into thine own soft-conched ear:  

Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see  

         The winged Psyche with awaken'd eyes?  

I wander'd in a forest thoughtlessly,  

         And, on the sudden, fainting with surprise,  

Saw two fair creatures, couched side by side  

         In deepest grass, beneath the whisp'ring roof  

         Of leaves and trembled blossoms, where there ran  

                A brooklet, scarce espied:  

 

Mid hush'd, cool-rooted flowers, fragrant-eyed,  

         Blue, silver-white, and budded Tyrian,  

They lay calm-breathing, on the bedded grass;  

         Their arms embraced, and their pinions too;  

         Their lips touch'd not, but had not bade adieu,  

As if disjoined by soft-handed slumber,  

And ready still past kisses to outnumber  

         At tender eye-dawn of aurorean love:  

                The winged boy I knew;  

But who wast thou, O happy, happy dove?  

                His Psyche true!  

 

O latest born and loveliest vision far  

         Of all Olympus' faded hierarchy!  

Fairer than Phoebe's sapphire-region'd star,  

         Or Vesper, amorous glow-worm of the sky;  

Fairer than these, though temple thou hast none,  

                Nor altar heap'd with flowers;  

Nor virgin-choir to make delicious moan  
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                Upon the midnight hours;  

No voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense sweet  

         From chain-swung censer teeming;  

No shrine, no grove, no oracle, no heat  

         Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming.  

 

O brightest! though too late for antique vows,  

         Too, too late for the fond believing lyre,  

When holy were the haunted forest boughs,  

         Holy the air, the water, and the fire;  

Yet even in these days so far retir'd  

         From happy pieties, thy lucent fans,  

         Fluttering among the faint Olympians,  

I see, and sing, by my own eyes inspir'd.  

So let me be thy choir, and make a moan  

                Upon the midnight hours;  

Thy voice, thy lute, thy pipe, thy incense sweet  

         From swinged censer teeming;  

Thy shrine, thy grove, thy oracle, thy heat  

         Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming.  

 

Yes, I will be thy priest, and build a fane  

         In some untrodden region of my mind,  

Where branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant pain,  

         Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind:  

Far, far around shall those dark-cluster'd trees  

         Fledge the wild-ridged mountains steep by steep;  

And there by zephyrs, streams, and birds, and bees,  

         The moss-lain Dryads shall be lull'd to sleep;  

And in the midst of this wide quietness  

A rosy sanctuary will I dress  

   With the wreath'd trellis of a working brain,  

         With buds, and bells, and stars without a name,  

With all the gardener Fancy e'er could feign,  
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         Who breeding flowers, will never breed the same:  

And there shall be for thee all soft delight  

         That shadowy thought can win,  

A bright torch, and a casement ope at night,  

         To let the warm Love in!  
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“Frost at Midnight” (S. T. Coleridge) 

 

The Frost performs its secret ministry,  

Unhelped by any wind. The owlet's cry  

Came loud—and hark, again! loud as before.  

The inmates of my cottage, all at rest,  

Have left me to that solitude, which suits  

Abstruser musings: save that at my side  

My cradled infant slumbers peacefully.  

'Tis calm indeed! so calm, that it disturbs  

And vexes meditation with its strange  

And extreme silentness. Sea, hill, and wood,  

This populous village! Sea, and hill, and wood,  

With all the numberless goings-on of life,  

Inaudible as dreams! the thin blue flame  

Lies on my low-burnt fire, and quivers not;  

Only that film, which fluttered on the grate,  

 

Still flutters there, the sole unquiet thing.  

Methinks, its motion in this hush of nature  

Gives it dim sympathies with me who live,  

Making it a companionable form,  

Whose puny flaps and freaks the idling Spirit  

By its own moods interprets, every where  

Echo or mirror seeking of itself,  

And makes a toy of Thought.  

 

                      But O! how oft,  

How oft, at school, with most believing mind,  

Presageful, have I gazed upon the bars,  

To watch that fluttering stranger ! and as oft  

With unclosed lids, already had I dreamt  

Of my sweet birth-place, and the old church-tower,  

Whose bells, the poor man's only music, rang  
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From morn to evening, all the hot Fair-day,  

So sweetly, that they stirred and haunted me  

With a wild pleasure, falling on mine ear  

Most like articulate sounds of things to come!  

So gazed I, till the soothing things, I dreamt,  

Lulled me to sleep, and sleep prolonged my dreams!  

And so I brooded all the following morn,  

Awed by the stern preceptor's face, mine eye  

Fixed with mock study on my swimming book:  

Save if the door half opened, and I snatched  

A hasty glance, and still my heart leaped up,  

For still I hoped to see the stranger's face,  

Townsman, or aunt, or sister more beloved,  

My play-mate when we both were clothed alike!  

 

         Dear Babe, that sleepest cradled by my side,  

Whose gentle breathings, heard in this deep calm,  

Fill up the intersperséd vacancies  

And momentary pauses of the thought!  

My babe so beautiful! it thrills my heart  

With tender gladness, thus to look at thee,  

And think that thou shalt learn far other lore,  

And in far other scenes! For I was reared  

In the great city, pent 'mid cloisters dim,  

And saw nought lovely but the sky and stars.  

But thou, my babe! shalt wander like a breeze  

By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags  

Of ancient mountain, and beneath the clouds,  

Which image in their bulk both lakes and shores  

And mountain crags: so shalt thou see and hear  

The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible  

Of that eternal language, which thy God  

Utters, who from eternity doth teach  

Himself in all, and all things in himself.  
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Great universal Teacher! he shall mould  

Thy spirit, and by giving make it ask.  

 

         Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee,  

Whether the summer clothe the general earth  

With greenness, or the redbreast sit and sing  

Betwixt the tufts of snow on the bare branch  

Of mossy apple-tree, while the night-thatch  

Smokes in the sun-thaw; whether the eave-drops fall  

Heard only in the trances of the blast,  

Or if the secret ministry of frost  

Shall hang them up in silent icicles,  

Quietly shining to the quiet Moon. 
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“Porphyria’s Lover” (Robert Browning’) 

 

The rain set early in to-night,  

       The sullen wind was soon awake,  

It tore the elm-tops down for spite,  

       And did its worst to vex the lake:  

       I listened with heart fit to break.  

When glided in Porphyria; straight  

       She shut the cold out and the storm,  

And kneeled and made the cheerless grate  

       Blaze up, and all the cottage warm;  

       Which done, she rose, and from her form  

Withdrew the dripping cloak and shawl,  

       And laid her soiled gloves by, untied  

Her hat and let the damp hair fall,  

       And, last, she sat down by my side  

       And called me. When no voice replied,  

She put my arm about her waist,  

       And made her smooth white shoulder bare,  

And all her yellow hair displaced,  

       And, stooping, made my cheek lie there,  

       And spread, o'er all, her yellow hair,  

Murmuring how she loved me — she  

       Too weak, for all her heart's endeavour,  

To set its struggling passion free  

       From pride, and vainer ties dissever,  

       And give herself to me for ever.  

But passion sometimes would prevail,  

       Nor could to-night's gay feast restrain  

A sudden thought of one so pale  

       For love of her, and all in vain:  

       So, she was come through wind and rain.  

Be sure I looked up at her eyes  

       Happy and proud; at last I knew  
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Porphyria worshipped me; surprise  

       Made my heart swell, and still it grew  

       While I debated what to do.  

That moment she was mine, mine, fair,  

       Perfectly pure and good: I found  

A thing to do, and all her hair  

       In one long yellow string I wound  

       Three times her little throat around,  

And strangled her. No pain felt she;  

       I am quite sure she felt no pain.  

As a shut bud that holds a bee,  

       I warily oped her lids: again  

       Laughed the blue eyes without a stain.  

And I untightened next the tress  

       About her neck; her cheek once more  

Blushed bright beneath my burning kiss:  

       I propped her head up as before,  

       Only, this time my shoulder bore  

Her head, which droops upon it still:  

       The smiling rosy little head,  

So glad it has its utmost will,  

       That all it scorned at once is fled,  

       And I, its love, am gained instead!  

Porphyria's love: she guessed not how  

       Her darling one wish would be heard.  

And thus we sit together now,  

       And all night long we have not stirred,  

       And yet God has not said a word!  

 

 

 


