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Scorn not the Sonnet; Critic, you have frowned, 
Mindless of its just honours; with this key 
Shakespeare unlocked his heart; the melody 
Of this small lute gave ease to Petrarch's wound; 
A thousand times this pipe did Tasso sound; 
With it Camöens soothed an exile's grief; 
The Sonnet glittered a gay myrtle leaf 
Amid the cypress with which Dante crowned 
His visionary brow: a glow-worm lamp, 
It cheered mild Spenser, called from Faery-land 
To struggle through dark ways; and, when a damp 
Fell round the path of Milton, in his hand 
The Thing became a trumpet; whence he blew 
Soul-animating strains—alas, too few! 

 
WILL IAM WORDSWORTH  
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Learning the Sonnet 
A history and how-to guide to the famous form 
RACHEL RICHARDSON 

The sonnet, one of the oldest, strictest, and most enduring poetic forms, comes from the 
Italian word sonetto, meaning “little song.” Its origins date to the thirteenth century, to the 
Italian court. Giacomo de Lentini is credited with its invention, though Francesco 
Petrarca (Petrarch) was its most famous early practitioner. The form was adopted and 
enthusiastically embraced by the English in the Elizabethan period, most notably 
by Shakespeare, who gave it the structure we commonly think of today: 14 lines of rhymed 
iambic pentameter. 

Its tight rhyme scheme and metrical regularity emphasize its musicality, but the sonnet is also 
thought of as the first poetic form that was intended to be read silently, as opposed to 
performed and shared: it is “the first lyric of self-consciousness, or of the self in conflict,” 
according to Paul Oppenheimer in The Birth of the Modern Mind: Self, Consciousness, and the 
Invention of the Sonnet (1989). As such, the form consists of two parts, often called the 
proposition and resolution. Dividing them is the volta, or turn. Thus, a problem or question is 
often presented in the first section of a sonnet and then, via the pivot made by the turn, 
resolved or given new perspective in the second. 

The basic requirements of a traditional sonnet are the following 

- 14 lines 
- iambic pentameter 
- rhyme scheme: 

o Petrarchan: ABBA ABBA CDECDE or ABBA ABBA CDCDCD 
o Shakespearean: ABAB CDCD EFEF GG 

In the Petrarchan sonnet, the sections are broken up into an octave (first eight lines) and 
a sestet (final six lines). In the Shakespearean sonnet, there are three quatrains (four-line 
stanzas or sections) and then a couplet. In both types, a volta marks the transition to the final 
section. 
 
With such strict requirements, and such a small amount of space within which to work, the 
sonnet often gets compared to a box; fourteen lines of iambic pentameter end up looking 
rather dense and square on the page as well. In her poem “Bop: The North Star,” Lyrae Van 
Clief-Stefanon refers to teaching prison inmates about poetry: “teach the sonnet’s a cell,” her 
speaker says. But then she advises, in the next breath, “now try to escape.” The best sonnets 
do perform this “escape”—somehow, by working within such a strict enclosure, they 
transcend it. The voice bends the form to its own will, instead of obligingly succumbing to the 
form’s demands. 

One of the sonnet’s most popular aims is to write in praise of someone (or something) 
beloved. So let’s take a look at a couple of love poems to see the difference between a 
Shakespearean and Petrarchan sonnet up close. 
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Shakespeare ingeniously turned expectations of the love poem on their head in many of his 
sonnets, which praise unlikely qualities in his beloved. In “My Mistress’ Eyes are Nothing like 
the Sun,” for example, he mocks the tropes that would compare women to goddesses and 
enumerate their beauty in sweet metaphors (the sun, roses, music, and so on). Instead, the 
speaker’s mistress has “black wires upon her head” and breath that “reeks.” This poem 
provides a great model for a sonnet exercise: take something that you love, and describe it 
over the course of twelve iambic pentameter lines (only twelve for now!) in ways that 
wouldn’t normally be considered praise. Then notice what Shakespeare does in the final 
couplet: he begins with “And yet.” This is the volta: it tells us we’re about to make a sharp 
turn in the poem. It comes so late in the Shakespearean sonnet that we have built up much 
expectation for a certain kind of tone, and for judgment of the mistress. “And yet”—here he 
changes course, and tells us that despite all this, he is completely enraptured by this woman. 
You’ll notice that these final two lines are a rhymed couplet, too: the lines end with “rare” 
and “compare.” That rhyming pair adds to the feeling that these last lines are a separate idea 
and stand apart from what preceded them. (In this case, they actually correct the 
implications of all of what the speaker was trying to say before.) So this is the final part of the 
exercise: after your twelve lines of rich and surprising description, start line thirteen with 
“And yet” or “Despite” or another signal phrase to tell us you’re changing direction. Then end 
the poem with a couplet that corrects or explains the descriptions of the first part of the 
poem. 
 
The Petrarchan sonnet divides the poem more evenly—almost into halves. In this form, a 
love poem can deal with more equally weighted feelings or ideas, and set them in conflict. 
Take a look at Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “What lips my lips have kissed, and where, and why.” 
 

What lips my lips have kissed, and where, and why, 
I have forgotten, and what arms have lain 
Under my head till morning; but the rain 
Is full of ghosts tonight, that tap and sigh 
Upon the glass and listen for reply, 
And in my heart there stirs a quiet pain 
For unremembered lads that not again 
Will turn to me at midnight with a cry. 

 
Thus in the winter stands the lonely tree, 
Nor knows what birds have vanished one by one, 
Yet knows its boughs more silent than before: 
I cannot say what loves have come and gone, 
I only know that summer sang in me 
A little while, that in me sings no more. 

 
This poem is famous for its lamenting romantic voice (though it’s amusing to note that the 
speaker is not sad about any particular lost love — she doesn’t even remember the faces or 
names of these lads whom she once kissed! — she is missing only romance, and perhaps 
youth, in general). This sonnet is also appreciated (whether readers consciously realize this or 
not) because of its incredibly skillful use of the sonnet form. In the first eight lines, the 
speaker, much like Shakespeare’s, is enumerating things. For her, though, these are fading 
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memories, and she soon describes the feeling of the attempt at remembering, and the 
feeling of the loss: “… the rain / Is full of ghosts tonight … / And in my heart there stirs a quiet 
pain … .” The volta comes at line nine, with the signal word “Thus.” Read it to yourself. You 
hear it as a strong syllable when you get to it, and that’s because it is: Millay has inverted the 
meter here so that instead of an iambic line (da-DUM, da-DUM, da-DUM…), the first foot is a 
trochee (DA-dum, da-DUM, da-DUM…). “THUS in the WINter STANDS the LONEly TREE.” 
Since the rest of the poem’s meter is so regular (there’s only one other inverted foot, at line 
three, and it’s in the middle of a sentence, which makes it less noticeable), this shift in 
pattern operates as a pause and reorientation in the poem. Now we’re doing something new: 
we are comparing the feeling she described in the first octave of the poem to the situation of 
a tree in winter. In the sestet (the final six lines), the poem investigates a metaphorical 
comparison. In addition to her metrical variations, Millay also takes the liberty to alter the 
rhyme scheme in a minor way. Instead of the typical CDECDE scheme, she makes hers 
CDEDCE. This change doesn’t make a major difference in the way we hear the poem, but it 
shows that sonneteers have always felt some freedom to tweak the shape of the “box” to 
make it suit them. 
 
Millay’s sonnet offers us another good model for a sonnet exercise: try writing a Petrarchan 
sonnet. In the octave, speak literally about a feeling or problem. In the sestet, beginning with 
the word “thus” or another quick way to signal the turn, come up with a metaphor from the 
natural world. Use it to describe the same feeling. 

Variations and Liberties: Breaking Out of the Sonnet’s Cell 
 
Modern writers have increasingly felt free to use the basic structure of the sonnet and vary 
some of its requirements to suit the poem or poet. Because of our long history with the form, 
whenever one writes a fourteen-line poem, it’s likely to be read as a variation on the sonnet. 
Some are so loose as to contain only a “ghost” of the sonnet within them, but many fall 
somewhere in between, allowing the meter to overflow the line a bit, or allowing slant rhyme 
instead of full rhyme, but sticking to most of the requirements of the form and retaining its 
spirit. Shakespeare or Millay might have been opposed to these deviations, but they often 
appeal to those more inclined to looser forms. Over the past 150 years, the sonnet has been 
allowed to evolve, and it proves to be a flexible box. 

Let’s look at a canonical sonnet that pushes these boundaries, Gerard Manley Hopkins’s 
“Carrion Comfort.”  
 

Not, I'll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee; 
Not untwist — slack they may be — these last strands of man 
In me ór, most weary, cry I can no more. I can; 
Can something, hope, wish day come, not choose not to be. 
But ah, but O thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me 
Thy wring-world right foot rock? lay a lionlimb against me? scan 
With darksome devouring eyes my bruisèd bones? and fan, 
O in turns of tempest, me heaped there; me frantic to avoid thee and flee? 
 
   Why? That my chaff might fly; my grain lie, sheer and clear. 
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Nay in all that toil, that coil, since (seems) I kissed the rod, 
Hand rather, my heart lo! lapped strength, stole joy, would laugh, chéer. 
Cheer whom though? the hero whose heaven-handling flung me, fóot tród 
Me? or me that fought him? O which one? is it each one? That night, that year 
Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling with (my God!) my God. 

 
At first glance, it’s already obvious that these lines cannot be iambic pentameter: they’re 
much too long. Start counting and you’ll see that some go on to seventeen or eighteen 
syllables. Hopkins invented a new way of counting out meter called sprung rhythm, which 
accounts for some of his odd accent marks in the poem, and may have given him a way to 
scan this such that he could argue that it fit the meter. Regardless, it’s obvious to anyone 
who reads it aloud that there are many more beats per line than five. But they are wonderful 
beats, given great emphasis by the clear anguish in the poem and its roughly iambic 
backbone. From the first word, we are caught up in the speaker’s torment and refusal: “NOT, 
I’ll NOT, CARrion COMfort, desPAIR, not FEAST on THEE. …” Not only does he begin with the 
negative—stating what he won’t do—but the word itself breaks the iambic meter in the first 
foot of the first line: an enactment of the refusal. But what is this poem about? The object of 
this torment is only slowly revealed in these long, tortuous lines, and this fits Hopkins’s 
subject matter. Through the terribly drawn-out, tongue-twisting language, and the way it 
continues past the end of our natural breath, bringing us to the point of exhaustion in each 
line, we are swept into the speaker’s own struggle with his faith. We must wrestle, as he 
wrestles, with his God. 
 
A couple of sonnet exercises suggest themselves here: 

1. Begin a sonnet with the word “not” or “no” or another negation.  
2. Don’t worry too much about sticking with the exact meter, but do try for a strong 

sense of rhythm. 
3. Write a poem in which the speaker addresses someone else directly.  
4. Ask questions. Don’t answer them. 

For a more contemporary loose sonnet, take a look at Dawn Lundy Martin’s “[When the bed 
is empty…]”—this poem, like “Carrion Comfort,” takes liberties with line lengths. But while 
“Carrion Comfort” sticks firmly to its rhyme scheme, “[When the bed is empty…]” only barely 
suggests rhyme. It looks to be following the Shakespearean mode with its twelve continuous 
lines of reflective description. The final couplet, joined by its slant rhyming “blood” and 
“does,” changes the tone and allows for a finality to the discussion above. The iambic rhythm 
is strongest right at the end, reminding us that yes, this poem is a loose sonnet: “the beating, 
lit, and doing what it does.” 
 
For more loose contemporary sonnets—poems that the authors and/or readers would 
classify as sonnets but that don’t necessarily follow all the traditional strictures of the form—
see Forrest Gander’s “Voiced Stops” and Bernadette Mayer’s “Incandescent War Poem 
Sonnet.” Think about which parts of the structure they choose to loosen, and why. How do 
these formal decisions interact with the subject matter of the poems? Mayer’s poem in 
particular discusses her choices in a self-conscious way: she asks, “What’s this? A sonnet?” 
after having said there are no rhymes and that “this is in prose, no it’s not.” If you have 
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trouble with the strictness of the sonnet, as many writers do, these poems may be refreshing 
in their encouragement of rule-breaking. Try writing an unrhymed sonnet, or one that 
doesn’t aim for an iambic meter. Focus on bringing other traditions of the sonnet form into 
your poem, such as the reflective discussion of a subject and the use of a turn. 
 
Box upon Box: Sonnet Sequences and Crowns 
 
If, on the other side of the spectrum, you crave more form, or if you simply don’t like being 
restricted to the brevity of fourteen lines, you can string together a group of sonnets into a 
sonnet sequence. These sonnets can combine to tell a longer story, as George Meredith does 
in “Modern Love.” about his failed marriage. The 50 sonnets that make up this long poem are 
each 16 lines long. Sonnets can also be hitched to one another by repetition: each successive 
sonnet uses as its first line the last line of the preceding sonnet. The final sonnet ends with 
the same line that begins the first sonnet, thus completing the circle. This type of sequence is 
called a crown of sonnets. Paul Muldoon’s “The Old Country” uses the crown deftly to 
describe (and embody, through the voice) a memory of an old Ireland. The sonnet’s use of 
strong rhyme in particular is on display in each section of this sequence, but Muldoon adds 
another layer to the musical qualities here by employing anaphora as well. “Every wood had 
its twist of woodbine. / Every cliff its herd of fatalistic swine.” That mesmerizing repetition of 
“every” and the repeating sentence structure lend the crown a fablelike feel, and lull the 
listener (because you really want to hear this one aloud!) into the pleasures of the rhythm 
and rhyme. The rhythm of the anaphora also provides a regularity in the lines that helps 
disguise the liberties Muldoon is taking throughout the sequence with line length and types 
of feet. 
 
Bruce Snider’s poem “Devotions” also uses the structure of the sonnet crown, though it 
doesn’t take the final step of circling back to the first line at the end of the sequence. Where 
“The Old Country” made use of the extra real estate in the sequence to expand its examples 
of this one place being described, “Devotions” instead tells an evolving story. Each sonnet in 
the crown shows what happens next and allows the speaker space to consider and reflect on 
each event. This is another opportunity in the sonnet sequence: you can take a story too 
large or long to tell within one sonnet, and divide it into parts, each of which can have its own 
space. Think of something that seems too big for the space of a single sonnet—perhaps a 
place filled with history and tradition, like Muldoon’s Ireland, or perhaps a story with several 
components. In a notebook, jot down all of the component parts of this image or story. See if 
you can arrange them into sections that seem about equally weighted. If you’re feeling 
ambitious, try writing the first sonnet. Can this take you anywhere? Are there lines or phrases 
in the first sonnet that might be useful or pleasing to repeat in subsequent sections? The 
sonnet still requires compression—each word should be necessary, and exact—but you have 
more space to bring several parts into play together. Explore the possibilities here, taking 
liberties with the form as desired. 
 
Originally Published: August 29th, 2013 
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This poem, reputed to be by Elizabeth I, is clearly not a sonnet but it is representative of the 
type of lyric love poetry that existed before and alongside the sonnet. 

 
On Monsieur’s Departure 
QUEEN EL IZABETH I  
 
I grieve and dare not show my discontent, 
I love and yet am forced to seem to hate, 
I do, yet dare not say I ever meant, 
I seem stark mute but inwardly do prate. 
I am and not, I freeze and yet am burned, 
Since from myself another self I turned. 
 
My care is like my shadow in the sun, 
Follows me flying, flies when I pursue it, 
Stands and lies by me, doth what I have done. 
His too familiar care doth make me rue it. 
No means I find to rid him from my breast, 
Till by the end of things it be supprest. 
 
Some gentler passion slide into my mind, 
For I am soft and made of melting snow; 
Or be more cruel, love, and so be kind. 
Let me or float or sink, be high or low. 
Or let me live with some more sweet content, 
Or die and so forget what love ere meant. 
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The Sonnet as a Silver Marrow Spoon 
Finding pleasure and insight where it lies hidden, using in a fixed poetic form. 
ADAM O'RIORDAN 

A line will take us hours maybe; 
Yet if it does not seem a moment’s thought, 
Our stitching and unstitching has been naught. 
Better go down upon your marrow-bones 
And scrub a kitchen pavement, or break stones ... 
—William Butler Yeats, “Adam’s Curse” 

 
There is a restaurant in London that advertises “nose-to-tail eating,” and it prides itself that 
no part of an animal is left unused. I had a friend who when eating there would invariably 
order the bone marrow on toast. The dish came with a small implement, no bigger than a 
little finger, which the diner used to extract the marrow, a silver marrow spoon, perfectly 
engineered to slide inside the baked bone and remove its contents. 

Perhaps it was the marrow and its Yeatsian echo that pushed my mind into a literary mode, 
but this elegant, antiquated tool always struck me as a metaphor for the sonnet: probing, 
incisive, finding pleasure and insight where it lies hidden, a form that allows poets to make 
use of what might ordinarily be overlooked or discarded. 
 
As an eighteen-year-old undergraduate, I struggled for a long time to write a sonnet. It 
seemed like the correct form, the form I should be writing in. But I would become snagged in 
the intricacies of the meter and struggle for rhymes only to find that they felt forced. 
I was at the same time aware of poems on both sides of the Atlantic influenced by the New 
Formalist school of poets: each iamb weighed, each volta perfectly placed, 
the rhymes fulsome and plangent but the sum of the whole, on second or third reading, 
saying very little whatsoever. 
 
So I would strip the sonnet down to its simplest form: an idea or a story that, somewhere 
around the eighth or ninth line, is nudged or diverted slightly in its path so that it turns and 
says something else. 

The thing I would like to put to a class of seniors is the sonnet in its loosest, least restrictive 
form. (In fact, some of my favourite sonnets are not sonnets at all. Richard Wilbur’s masterly 
sequence “This Pleasing Anxious Being” in Mayflies seems to me to do everything a sonnet 
should but over a more leisurely eighteen to twenty lines per section.) 
 
Seamus Heaney’s sonnets in the sequence “Clearances,” from his collection The Haw 
Lantern, show how something as simple as a memory of peeling potatoes can be substance 
enough for a poem: 
 

When all the others were away at Mass 
I was all hers as we peeled potatoes. 
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They broke the silence, let fall one by one 
Like solder weeping off the soldering iron: 
Cold comforts set between us, things to share 
Gleaming in a bucket of clean water. 
And again let fall. Little pleasant splashes 
From each other’s work would bring us to our senses. 

So while the parish priest at her bedside 
Went hammer and tongs at the prayers for the dying 
And some were responding and some crying 
I remembered her head bent towards my head, 
Her breath in mine, our fluent dipping knives— 
Never closer the whole rest of our lives. 

Begin by directing students to the narratives, the secrets, the unshared, the family myths or 
legends. Have them think back to half-remembered episodes, stories or confidences older 
brothers or sisters or cousins or uncles might have shared with them, casually, unthinkingly, 
in passing, as such stories are often shared. 

Ask them to tell a story as they remember it for the first eight or nine lines and then allow 
themselves to comment on it from their present vantage point. What do they know now that 
they did not know then? What light does the present cast back onto that particular story? 

The sonnet’s volta is its turn, the point at which it shifts. We see this vividly in Shakespeare’s 
“Sonnet 18” with its declaration in the ninth line: “But thy eternal summer shall not fade”—
the addressee of the poem has so far been compared to a summer day, but at that line things 
change. I’ve added a space here to indicate the shift: 
 

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 
Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date: 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 
And often is his gold complexion dimm’d; 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d; 
But thy eternal summer shall not fade 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest; 
Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou growest: 
       So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, 
       So long lives this and this gives life to thee. 
 

The turn in a sonnet allows the poet to interrogate and cast new light on the previous eight 
lines. In the case of the above exercise, in which the students are relating some sort of 
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narrative, the turn allows reassessment; it’s a chance to comment upon what came before or 
to include a twist. 

Remind students that people carry these narratives around for a long time, and so when we 
gaze at them through the vehicle of the sonnet, there are things about them we will discover 
that we did not know we knew: twists, turns, reinterpretations of that intimate cache of 
stories and tales that accrue over the course of childhood. These seniors on the edge of 
adulthood might now want to reassess, or comment upon, these stories from childhood. 

If students find the story pulling away from the truth, that’s OK. You might remind them that 
they’re serving the poem, not the story, which is simply the impetus, the fuel for the piece of 
art they find themselves making. You might remind them here of the old adage: “Trust the 
poem, not the poet.” 

And that’s it, really. Show young writers the sonnet in its simplest, most stripped-back form. 
Direct them to the stories from their past. Let the sonnet, memory’s own silver marrow 
spoon, with its turn, its volta, generate within them comments on the stories they are telling. 
The writing of the sonnet—as with any poem—should be a form of discovery, a digging down 
into the self, like that dish in the London restaurant that most of us might balk at if it were 
placed before us: intimate and strange upon the tongue. 

This essay was originally published in Open the Door: How to Excite Young People about 
Poetry (2013), a co-publication of the Poetry Foundation and McSweeney's Publishing, edited 
by Dorothea Lasky, Dominic Luxford, and Jesse Nathan. 
 
 

[When the bed is empty ... ] 
DAWN LUNDY MARTIN 

 
When the bed is empty, we pull the shades to block light, 
light of resemblance to remembery, long light of waiting, 
an impatience in the glows of it. The here of the now and the glow 
that days make in the room, without the body but with the stench 
of it. So we say, vacancy and abject, against the was, against 
a philosophy of once and then not. Not-being against. 
A child once grew here. As lines on a wall. As 
growing without knowing what would one day not be. A 
gnawing grows. Grew and was. Protection is curled. Motion- 
less. I envy her in her room. Hers with paint and dolls and hand- 
prints. Great green and glowing under blankets with a hand 
that nurtures the heart of the mouth, purrs into mouth, loves 
the heart. Heart beating within another—blushing blood— 
God, the beating, lit, and doing what it does. 
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Voiced Stops 
FORRES T GANDER 
 

Summer’s sweet theatrum! The boy lunges through 
The kitchen without comment, slams the door. An 
Elaborate evening drama. I lug his forlorn weight 
From floor to bed. Beatific lips and gap- 
  
Toothed. Who stayed late to mope and swim, then 
Breach chimneys of lake like a hooked gar 
Pressing his wet totality against me. Iridescent 
Laughter and depraved. Chromatic his constant state. At 
  
Ten, childhood took off like a scorched dog. Turned 
His head to see my hand wave from a window, and I too saw 
The hand untouching, distant from. What fathering- 
Fear slaked the impulse to embrace him? Duration! 
  
An indefinite continuation of life. I whirled out wings. Going 
Toward. And Lord Child claimed now, climbing loose. 

 
 

Incandescent War Poem Sonnet 
BERNADETTE  MAYER 
 

Even before I saw the chambered nautilus 
I wanted to sail not in the us navy 
Tonight I'm waiting for you, your letter 
At the same time his letter, the view of you 
By him and then by me in the park, no rhymes 
I saw you, this is in prose, no it's not 
Sitting with the molluscs & anemones in an 
Empty autumn enterprise baby you look pretty 
With your long eventual hair, is love king? 
What's this? A sonnet? Love's a babe we know that 
I'm coming up, I'm coming, Shakespeare only stuck 
To one subject but I'll mention nobody said 
You have to get young Americans some ice cream 
In the artificial light in which she woke 
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Clearances 
SEAMUS HEANEY 

 
In Memoriam M.K.H., 1911-1984 
 
She taught me what her uncle once taught her: 
How easily the biggest coal block split 
If you got the grain and hammer angled right. 
 
The sound of that relaxed alluring blow, 
Its co-opted and obliterated echo, 
Taught me to hit, taught me to loosen, 
 
Taught me between the hammer and the block 
To face the music. Teach me now to listen, 
To strike it rich behind the linear black. 
 
1 
A cobble thrown a hundred years ago 
Keeps coming at me, the first stone 
Aimed at a great-grandmother's turncoat brow. 
The pony jerks and the riot's on. 
She's crouched low in the trap 
Running the gauntlet that first Sunday 
Down the brae to Mass at a panicked gallop. 
He whips on through the town to cries of 'Lundy!' 
 
Call her 'The Convert'. 'The Exogamous Bride'. 
Anyhow, it is a genre piece 
Inherited on my mother's side 
And mine to dispose with now she's gone. 
Instead of silver and Victorian lace, 
The exonerating, exonerated stone. 
 
2 
Polished linoleum shone there. Brass taps shone. 
The china cups were very white and big— 
An unchipped set with sugar bowl and jug. 
The kettle whistled. Sandwich and tea scone 
Were present and correct. In case it run, 
The butter must be kept out of the sun. 
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And don't be dropping crumbs. Don't tilt your chair. 
Don't reach. Don't point. Don't make noise when you stir. 
 
It is Number 5, New Row, Land of the Dead, 
Where grandfather is rising from his place 
With spectacles pushed back on a clean bald head 
To welcome a bewildered homing daughter 
Before she even knocks. 'What's this? What's this?' 
And they sit down in the shining room together. 
 
3 
When all the others were away at Mass 
I was all hers as we peeled potatoes. 
They broke the silence, let fall one by one 
Like solder weeping off the soldering iron: 
Cold comforts set between us, things to share 
Gleaming in a bucket of clean water. 
And again let fall. Little pleasant splashes 
From each other's work would bring us to our senses. 
 
So while the parish priest at her bedside 
Went hammer and tongs at the prayers for the dying 
And some were responding and some crying 
I remembered her head bent towards my head, 
Her breath in mine, our fluent dipping knives— 
Never closer the whole rest of our lives. 
 
4 
Fear of affectation made her affect 
Inadequacy whenever it came to 
Pronouncing words 'beyond her'. Bertold Brek. 
She'd manage something hampered and askew 
Every time, as if she might betray 
The hampered and inadequate by too 
Well-adjusted a vocabulary. 
With more challenge than pride, she'd tell me, 'You 
Know all them things.' So I governed my tongue 
In front of her, a genuinely well- 
Adjusted adequate betrayal 
Of what I knew better. I'd naw and aye 
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And decently relapse into the wrong 
Grammar which kept us allied and at bay. 
 
5 
The cool that came off sheets just off the line 
Made me think the damp must still be in them 
But when I took my corners of the linen 
And pulled against her, first straight down the hem 
And then diagonally, then flapped and shook 
The fabric like a sail in a cross-wind, 
They made a dried-out undulating thwack. 
So we'd stretch and fold and end up hand to hand 
For a split second as if nothing had happened 
For nothing had that had not always happened 
Beforehand, day by day, just touch and go, 
Coming close again by holding back 
In moves where I was x and she was o 
Inscribed in sheets she'd sewn from ripped-out flour sacks. 
 
6 
In the first flush of the Easter holidays 
The ceremonies during Holy Week 
Were highpoints of our Sons and Lovers phase. 
The midnight fire. The paschal candlestick. 
Elbow to elbow, glad to be kneeling next 
To each other up there near the front 
Of the packed church, we would follow the text 
And rubrics for the blessing of the font. 
As the hind longs for the streams, so my soul. . . 
Dippings. Towellings. The water breathed on. 
The water mixed with chrism and with oil. 
Cruet tinkle. Formal incensation 
And the psalmist's outcry taken up with pride: 
Day and night my tears have been my bread. 
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7 
In the last minutes he said more to her 
Almost than in all their life together. 
'You'll be in New Row on Monday night 
And I'll come up for you and you'll be glad 
When I walk in the door . . . Isn't that right?' 
His head was bent down to her propped-up head. 
She could not hear but we were overjoyed. 
He called her good and girl. Then she was dead, 
The searching for a pulsebeat was abandoned 
And we all knew one thing by being there. 
The space we stood around had been emptied 
Into us to keep, it penetrated 
Clearances that suddenly stood open. 
High cries were felled and a pure change happened. 
 
8 
I thought of walking round and round a space 
Utterly empty, utterly a source 
Where the decked chestnut tree had lost its place 
In our front hedge above the wallflowers. 
The white chips jumped and jumped and skited high. 
I heard the hatchet's differentiated 
Accurate cut, the crack, the sigh 
And collapse of what luxuriated 
Through the shocked tips and wreckage of it all. 
Deep-planted and long gone, my coeval 
Chestnut from a jam jar in a hole, 
Its heft and hush become a bright nowhere, 
A soul ramifying and forever 
Silent, beyond silence listened for. 
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Astrophel and Stella 
SIR .  PH IL I P SYDNEY 

 
Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show, 
That she, dear she, might take some pleasure of my pain,— 
Pleasure might cause her read, reading might make her know, 
Knowledge might pity win, and pity grace obtain,— 
I sought fit words to paint the blackest face of woe; 
Studying inventions fine her wits to entertain, 
Oft turning others' leaves, to see if thence would flow 
Some fresh and fruitful showers upon my sunburn'd brain. 
But words came halting forth, wanting invention's stay; 
Invention, Nature's child, fled step-dame Study's blows; 
And others' feet still seem'd but strangers in my way. 
Thus great with child to speak and helpless in my throes, 
Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite, 
"Fool," said my Muse to me, "look in thy heart, and write. 
 
Amoretti LXVI’ 
EDMUND SPENSER 
 
To all those happy blessings which ye have, 
With plenteous hand by heaven upon you thrown: 
This one disparagement they to you gave, 
That ye your love lent to so meane a one. 
Yee whose high worths surpassing paragon, 
Could not on earth have found one fit for mate, 
Ne but in heaven matchable to none, 
Why did ye stoup unto so lowly state. 
But ye thereby much greater glory gate, 
Then had ye sorted with a princes pere: 
For now your light doth more it selfe dilate, 
And in my darknesse greater doth appeare. 
Yet since your light hath once enlumind me, 
With my reflex yours shall encreased be. 
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Sonnet 121  
WILL IAM SHAKESPEARE  
 

’Tis better to be vile than vile esteemed 
When not to be receives reproach of being, 
And the just pleasure lost, which is so deemed 
Not by our feeling but by others' seeing. 
For why should others’ false adulterate eyes 
Give salutation to my sportive blood? 
Or on my frailties why are frailer spies, 
Which in their wills count bad that I think good? 
No, I am that I am; and they that level 
At my abuses reckon up their own: 
I may be straight though they themselves be bevel; 
By their rank thoughts my deeds must not be shown, 
    Unless this general evil they maintain: 
    All men are bad and in their badness reign. 
  
Sonnet 123 
WILL IAM SHAKESPEARE  

 
No, Time, thou shalt not boast that I do change: 
Thy pyramids built up with newer might 
To me are nothing novel, nothing strange; 
They are but dressings of a former sight. 
Our dates are brief, and therefore we admire 
What thou dost foist upon us that is old, 
And rather make them born to our desire 
Than think that we before have heard them told. 
Thy registers and thee I both defy, 
Not wondering at the present nor the past; 
For thy records and what we see doth lie, 
Made more or less by that continual haste. 
   This I do vow, and this shall ever be: 
   I will be true, despite thy scythe and thee. 
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Anthem for Doomed Youth 
WILFRED OWEN 

 
What passing-bells for these who die as cattle? 
      — Only the monstrous anger of the guns. 
      Only the stuttering rifles' rapid rattle 
Can patter out their hasty orisons. 
No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells;  
      Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs,— 
The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells; 
      And bugles calling for them from sad shires. 
 
What candles may be held to speed them all? 
      Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes 
Shall shine the holy glimmers of goodbyes. 
      The pallor of girls' brows shall be their pall; 
Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds, 
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds. 
 
 
The Dictionary of the Wolf 
MELVIN B .  TOLSON 
 

“We all declare for liberty,” Lincoln said. 
“We use the word and mean all sorts of things: 
In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread. 
Rifle the basket that thy neighbor brings.” 
  
The grizzled axman squinted at Honest Abe, 
The six feet four of him, gaunt, sad of face, 
The hands to split a log or cradle a babe, 
The cracked palm hat, the homespun of his race. 
  
“The wolf tears at the sheep’s throat: and the sheep 
Extols the shepherd for cudgeling tyranny; 
The wolf, convulsed with indignation deep, 
Accuses the shepherd of murdering liberty. 
  
“But the dictionary of the wolf is writ 
In words the rats of time chew bit by bit.” 
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Hall of Records 
PETER S PAGNUOLO 

 
There’s a clever thing, stabs at her hand 
on every corner now, revising the screed. 
Watch her huff at the tiny screens that send 
her chimpish copy up the line, to speed 
the raising of the giddy, pixelled hall: 
cornerless, mirror-tiled, the gorging sphere 
a fast-receding shell enclosing all 
we say or see, never to disappear, 
bigger with each second, and the next, 
its facets auto-replicant, until 
the Record of what was — each fingered text 
and pic, the starry shards the hours distill — 
impounds what is, slaves us in its spell, 
sorting the diamonds in our dazzling cell. 
 
 
As Is 
NICHOLAS FRIEDMAN 
 

Just north of town, a quaint Sargasso Sea 
for bric-a-brac: the barn, itself antique, 
spills over with a grab-bag panoply 
of outworn stock revalued as “unique.” 
Typewriters tall as headstones fill the loft 
where they’ve been ricked away like sacks of grain; 
a coffer yawns the must of oak—gone soft— 
when one man, squinting, lifts the lid to feign 
intrigue. Nearby, his wife surveys the smalls: 
art deco bangles bright as harpsichords, 
a glut of iron trivets, Christmas balls, 
Depression glass and warping Ouija boards. 
One man’s junk is another’s all the same. 
They don’t buy much, but that’s not why they came. 
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The Craftsman 
MARCUS B .  CHRIST IAN  

 
I ply with all the cunning of my art 
This little thing, and with consummate care 
I fashion it—so that when I depart, 
Those who come after me shall find it fair 
And beautiful. It must be free of flaws— 
Pointing no laborings of weary hands; 
And there must be no flouting of the laws 
Of beauty—as the artist understands. 
  
Through passion, yearnings infinite—yet dumb— 
I lift you from the depths of my own mind 
And gild you with my soul’s white heat to plumb 
The souls of future men. I leave behind 
This thing that in return this solace gives: 
“He who creates true beauty ever lives.” 
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The Hurt Sonnet 
CASEY THAYER 

 
Dark days when I awaken so I slump 
                             back to the swamp of his armpit, a whit 
 
from the arachnid he inked to the stump 
                that’s left. So close to the vestige of it, 
 
                                            the danger he’s a reliquary of: 
               tattooed noose to venerate the fist 
 
                            of a slug buried still in his butt above 
a white cross for the men he didn’t miss. 
 
               If only I could strip off the black map 
I sleep against and be his liniment, 
 
                            gloss over the explosion, the mishap 
                                           phantom he feels in a forearm itch. 
 
               He won’t leave the long tale his tattoos read 
                           for me, so I amend the story. 
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What to Say Upon Being Asked to Be Friends 
JULIAN TALAMANTEZ  BROLASKI 

	
Why speak of hate, when I do bleed for love? 
Not hate, my love, but Love doth bite my tongue 
Till I taste stuff that makes my rhyming rough 
So flatter I my fever for the one 
For whom I inly mourn, though seem to shun. 
A rose is arrows is eros, so what 
If I confuse the shade that I’ve become 
With winedark substance in a lover’s cup? 
But stop my tonguely wound, I’ve bled enough. 
If I be fair, or false, or freaked with fear 
If I my tongue in lockèd box immure 
Blame not me, for I am sick with love. 
     Yet would I be your friend most willingly 
     Since friendship would infect me killingly. 
 
 
Fruit Don’t Fall Far 
ELSA VON FREYTAG-LORINGHOVEN  
TRANSLATED FROM THE GERMAN BY J ILL  ALEXANDER ESSBAUM 

 
From Daddy sprung my inborn ribaldry. 
His crudeness destined me to be the same. 
A seedlet, flowered from a shitty heap, 
I came, the crowning glory of his aim. 
 
From Mother I inherited ennui, 
The leg irons of the queendom I once rattled. 
But I won’t let such chains imprison me. 
And there is just no telling what this brat’ll...! 
 
This marriage thing? We snub our nose at it. 
What’s pearl turns piss, what’s classy breeds what’s smutty. 
But like it? Lump it? Neither’s exigent. 
And I’m the end result of all that fucking. 
 
Do what you will! This world’s your oyster, Pet. 
But be forewarned. The sea might drown you yet. 
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Poem 
SIMON AMRITAGE  

 
And if it snowed and snow covered the drive 
he took a spade and tossed it to one side. 
And always tucked his daughter up at night 
And slippered her the one time that she lied. 
 
And every week he tipped up half his wage. 
And what he didn't spend each week he saved. 
And praised his wife for every meal she made. 
And once, for laughing, punched her in the face. 
 
And for his mum he hired a private nurse. 
And every Sunday taxied her to church. 
And he blubbed when she went from bad to worse. 
And twice he lifted ten quid from her purse. 
 
Here's how they rated him when they looked back: 
sometimes he did this, sometimes he did that. 
 
 
Anne Hathaway 
CAROL ANN DUFFY 
 
‘Item I gyve unto my wief my second best bed…’ 
(from Shakespeare’s will) 

The bed we loved in was a spinning world 
of forests, castles, torchlight, cliff-tops, seas 
where he would dive for pearls. My lover’s words 
were shooting stars which fell to earth as kisses 
on these lips; my body now a softer rhyme 
to his, now echo, assonance; his touch 
a verb dancing in the centre of a noun. 
Some nights I dreamed he’d written me, the bed 
a page beneath his writer’s hands. Romance 
and drama played by touch, by scent, by taste. 
In the other bed, the best, our guests dozed on, 
dribbling their prose. My living laughing love – 
I hold him in the casket of my widow’s head 
as he held me upon that next best bed. 
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Holy Sonnets: Death, be not proud 
JOHN DONNE 

 
Death, be not proud, though some have called thee 
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so; 
For those whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow 
Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 
From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be, 
Much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow, 
And soonest our best men with thee do go, 
Rest of their bones, and soul's delivery. 
Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men, 
And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell, 
And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well 
And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then? 
One short sleep past, we wake eternally 
And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die. 

	
Sonnet 19: When I consider how my light is spent 
JOHN MILTON 

 
When I consider how my light is spent, 
   Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide, 
   And that one Talent which is death to hide 
   Lodged with me useless, though my Soul more bent 
To serve therewith my Maker, and present 
   My true account, lest he returning chide; 
   “Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?” 
   I fondly ask. But patience, to prevent 
That murmur, soon replies, “God doth not need 
   Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best 
   Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state 
Is Kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed 
   And post o’er Land and Ocean without rest: 
   They also serve who only stand and wait.” 
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Sonnets from the Portuguese 43:  
EL IZABETH BARRETT BROWNIN G 

 
How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. 
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height 
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight 
For the ends of being and ideal grace. 
I love thee to the level of every day’s 
Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light. 
I love thee freely, as men strive for right; 
I love thee purely, as they turn from praise. 
I love thee with the passion put to use 
In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith. 
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose 
With my lost saints. I love thee with the breath, 
Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose, 
I shall but love thee better after death. 

 
The Unquarried Blue of Those Depths Is All But Blinding 
ASHLEY ANNA MCHUGH 

 
for John Fogleman 

 
There are some things we just don’t talk about— 
Not even in the morning, when we’re waking, 
When your calloused fingers tentatively walk 
The slope of my waist: 
                                         How love’s a rust-worn boat, 
Abandoned at the dock—and who could doubt 
Waves lick their teeth, eyeing its hull? We’re taking 
Our wreckage as a promise, so we don’t talk. 
We wet the tired oars, tide drawing us out. 
  
We understand there’s nothing to be said. 
Both of us know the dangers of this sea, 
Warned by the tide-worn driftwood of our pasts—. 
But we’ve already strayed from the harbor. We thread 
A slow wake though the water—then silently, 
We start to row, and will for as long as this lasts. 
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Photo of Melville; Back Room, Old Bookstore 
STEPHEN SANDY 

 
I passed him by at first. From the photograph 
Peered sepia eyes, blindered, unappeased 
From a lair of brows and beard: one not amazed 
At anything, as if to have looked enough 
Then turned aside worked best for him—as if 
Night vision was the discipline that eased 
The weight of what he saw. A man’s gaze posed 
Too long in the sun goes blank; comes to grief. 
That face could be a focus for this back room, 
For pack-rat papers strewn as if in rage, 
Fond notes unread: each wary eye a phial 
Unstopped to let huge Melville out, to calm 
The sea of pages; Melville in older age: 
The grown man’s sleepy defiance of denial. 

 
Grieve Not 
WALTER CLYDE CURRY 

 
Grieve not that winter masks the yet quick earth, 
        Nor still that summer walks the hills no more; 
        That fickle spring has doffed the plaid she wore 
To swathe herself in napkins till rebirth. 
 
These buddings, flowerings, are nothing worth; 
        This ermine cloud stretched firm across the lakes 
        Will presently be shattered into flakes; 
Then, starveling world, be subject to my mirth. 
 
I know that faithful swift mortality 
        Subscribes to nothing longer than a day; 
        All beauty signals imminent decay; 
And painted wreckage cumbers land and sea. 
 
I laugh to hear a sniveling wise one say, 
“Some winnowed self escapes this reckless way.” 
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After Fifty Years 
WILL IAM FAULKNER 

 
Her house is empty and her heart is old, 
And filled with shades and echoes that deceive 
No one save her, for still she tries to weave 
With blind bent fingers, nets that cannot hold. 
Once all men’s arms rose up to her, ‘tis told, 
And hovered like white birds for her caress: 
A crown she could have had to bind each tress 
Of hair, and her sweet arms the Witches’ Gold. 
 
Her mirrors know her witnesses, for there 
She rose in dreams from other dreams that lent 
Her softness as she stood, crowned with soft hair. 
And with his bound heart and his young eyes bent 
And blind, he feels her presence like shed scent, 
Holding him body and life within its snare. 

 
 

[Show me the body that brides its quest] 
KAREN VOLKMAN 

 
Show me the body that brides its quest, 
that sleeps its seemings, tremblant inconnue, 
jeweled Ophelia of diaphanous hue 
in all her slippings, weed-wedded, water-dressed, 
  
the sluice and swooning of her semblant rest— 
the river ruptures, the weeds branch blue— 
day’s jaune eyes (wide lucencies) bleed new 
hollow spaces where the breathings nest, 
  
irised mnemosyne, rumored as a rune. 
Oh roared red pulse, errata, when you die 
maiden-postured, murmur in the wrist, 
  
tendrilled syllables the waters twist, 
or innered element (it is an I) 
the dead girl blurring in the blooded noon. 
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The Professor 
JOSHUA MEHIGAN 

 
I get there early and I find a chair. 
I squeeze my plastic cup of wine. I nod. 
I maladroitly eat a pretzel rod 
and second an opinion I don’t share. 
I think: whatever else I am, I’m there. 
Afterwards, I escape across the quad 
into fresh air, alone again, thank god. 
Nobody cares. They’re quite right not to care. 
 
I can’t go home. Even my family 
is thoroughly contemptuous of me. 
I look bad. I’m exactly how I look. 
These days I never read, but no one does, 
and, anyhow, I proved how smart I was. 
Everything I know is from a book. 

 
 

Poem in the American Manner 
DOROTHY PARKER 

	
I dunno yer highfalutin' words, but here's th' way it seems 
When I'm peekin' out th' winder o' my little House o Dreams; 
I've been lookin' 'roun' this big ol' world, as bizzy as a hive, 
An' I want t' tell ye, neighbor mine, it's good t' be alive. 
I've ben settin' here, a-thinkin' hard, an' say, it seems t' me 
That this big ol' world is jest about as good as it kin be, 
With its starvin' little babies, an' its battles, an' its strikes, 
An' its profiteers, an' hold-up men—th' dawggone little tykes! 
An' its hungry men that fought fer us, that nobody employs. 
An' I think, "Why, shucks, we're jest a lot o' grown-up little boys!" 
An' I settle back, an' light my pipe, an' reach fer Mother's hand, 
An' I wouldn't swap my peace o' mind fer nothin' in the land; 
Fer this world uv ours, that jest was made fer folks like me an' you 
Is a purty good ol' place t' live—say, neighbor, ain't it true? 
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Never give all the Heart 
W.B. YEATS  

 
Never give all the heart, for love 
Will hardly seem worth thinking of 
To passionate women if it seem 
Certain, and they never dream 
That it fades out from kiss to kiss; 
For everything that’s lovely is 
But a brief, dreamy, kind delight. 
O never give the heart outright, 
For they, for all smooth lips can say, 
Have given their hearts up to the play. 
And who could play it well enough 
If deaf and dumb and blind with love? 
He that made this knows all the cost, 
For he gave all his heart and lost. 

 
 

The Pity of It 
THOMAS HARDY 

 
April 1915 
 
I walked in loamy Wessex lanes, afar 
From rail-track and from highway, and I heard 
In field and farmstead many an ancient word 
Of local lineage like 'Thu bist,' 'Er war,'  
 
'Ich woll', 'Er sholl', and by-talk similar, 
Nigh as they speak who in this month's moon gird 
At England's very loins, thereunto spurred 
By gangs whose glory threats and slaughters are. 
 
Then seemed a Heart crying: 'Whosoever they be 
At root and bottom of this, who flung this flame 
Between kin folk kin tongued even as are we, 
 
'Sinister, ugly, lurid, be their fame; 
May their familiars grow to shun their name, 
And their brood perish everlastingly.' 
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The Poet As Hero 
SIEGFRIED SASSOON 

 
You've heard me, scornful, harsh, and discontented,  
   Mocking and loathing War: you've asked me why  
Of my old, silly sweetness I've repented—  
   My ecstasies changed to an ugly cry.  
 
You are aware that once I sought the Grail,  
   Riding in armour bright, serene and strong;  
And it was told that through my infant wail  
   There rose immortal semblances of song.  
 
But now I've said good-bye to Galahad,  
   And am no more the knight of dreams and show:  
For lust and senseless hatred make me glad,  
   And my killed friends are with me where I go.  
Wound for red wound I burn to smite their wrongs;  
And there is absolution in my songs. 
 
Those Winter Sundays 
ROBERT HAYDEN 

 
Sundays too my father got up early 
and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold, 
then with cracked hands that ached 
from labor in the weekday weather made 
banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked him. 
 
I’d wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking 
When the rooms were warm, he’d call, 
and slowly I would rise and dress, 
fearing the chronic angers of that house, 
 
Speaking indifferently to him, 
Who had driven out the cold 
and polished my good shoes as well. 
What did I know, what did I know 
of love’s austere and lonely offices? 
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Non-traditional Sonnets 
 

A ‘submerged sonnet’ 
 
The Waste Land (lines 235-48) 
T.S .  EL IOT  

 
The time is now propitious, as he guesses, 
The meal is ended, she is bored and tired, 
Endeavours to engage her in caresses 
Which still are unreproved, if undesired. 
Flushed and decided, he assaults at once; 
Exploring hands encounter no defense; 
His vanity requires no response, 
And makes a welcome of indifference. 
(And I Tiresias have foresuffered all 
Enacted on this same divan or bed; 
I who have sat by Thebes below the wall 
And walked among the lowest of the dead.) 
Bestows one final patronising kiss, 
And gropes his way, finding the stairs unlit... 
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The Rosehead Nail 
A.E .  STALL IN GS  

 
Blacksmithing demonstration, mountain arts and crafts fair, Monteagle, 
TN 

 
“But can you forge a nail?” the blond boy asks, 
And the blacksmith shoves a length of  iron rod 
Deep in the coal fire cherished by the bellows 
Until it glows volcanic. He was a god 
Before anachronism, before the tasks 
That had been craft were jobbed out to machine. 
By dint of   hammer-song he makes his keen, 
Raw point, and crowns utility with rose: 
Quincunx of facets petaling its head. 
The breeze-made-visible sidewinds. The boy’s 
Blonde mother shifts and coughs. Once Work was wed 
To Loveliness — sweat-faced, swarthy from soot, he 
Reminds us with the old saw he employs 
(And doesn’t miss a beat): “Smoke follows beauty.” 
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Professional Middle-class Couple, 1927 
ADAM KIRSCH 

 
Professional Middle-class Couple, 1927 by August Sander 

 
What justifies the inequality 
That issues her a tastefully square-cut 
Ruby for her finger, him a suit 
Whose rumpled, unemphatic dignity 
Declares a life of working sitting down, 
While someone in a sweatshop has to squint 
And palsy sewing, and a continent 
Sheds blood to pry the gemstone from the ground, 
Could not be justice. Nothing but the use 
To which they put prosperity can speak 
In their defense: the faces money makes, 
They demonstrate, don’t have to be obtuse, 
Entitled, vapid, arrogantly strong; 
Only among the burghers do you find 
A glance so frank, engaging, and refined, 
So tentative, so conscious of its wrong. 
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The Gulf, 1987  
DEBORAH PAREDEZ 

 
The day upturned, flooded with sunlight, not 
a single cloud. I squint into the glare, 
cautious even then of bright emptiness. 
We sit under shade, Tía Lucia 
showing me how white folks dine, the high life. 
I am about to try my first oyster, 
Tía spending her winnings from the slots 
on a whole dozen, the glistening valves 
wet and private as a cheek’s other side, 
broken open before us. Don’t be shy. 
Take it all in at once. Flesh and sea grit, 
sweet meat and brine, a taste I must acquire. 
In every split shell, the coast’s silhouette: 
bodies floating in what was once their home. 

 
 

All Hallows’ Eve 
DOROTHEA TANNING 

 
Be perfect, make it otherwise. 
Yesterday is torn in shreds. 
Lightning’s thousand sulfur eyes 
Rip apart the breathing beds. 
Hear bones crack and pulverize. 
Doom creeps in on rubber treads. 
Countless overwrought housewives, 
Minds unraveling like threads, 
Try lipstick shades to tranquilize 
Fears of age and general dreads. 
Sit tight, be perfect, swat the spies, 
Don’t take faucets for fountainheads. 
Drink tasty antidotes. Otherwise 
You and the werewolf: newlyweds. 
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Sonnet 
TODD SWIFT  

 
No children; 
Cold uncoils in the blood; 
Science, true, not good 
For you. So old, 
Suddenly, or so young. 
Lyric inside not to be sung. 
Plug pulled, screen gone. 
Sun out; mind 
Bountiful, playing pain. 
These are my children 
In my head. Unbegotten. 
This is to self-forget, 
To have the future 
Born forgotten. 
 
 
 
Are All the Break-Ups in Your Poems Real? 
AIMEE NEZHUKUMATATHIL  

 
If by real you mean as real as a shark tooth stuck 
in your heel, the wetness of a finished lollipop stick, 
the surprise of a thumbtack in your purse— 
then Yes, every last page is true, every nuance, 
bit, and bite. Wait. I have made them up—all of them— 
and when I say I am married, it means I married 
all of them, a whole neighborhood of past loves. 
Can you imagine the number of bouquets, how many 
slices of cake? Even now, my husbands plan a great meal 
for us—one chops up some parsley, one stirs a bubbling pot 
on the stove. One changes the baby, and one sleeps 
in a fat chair. One flips through the newspaper, another 
whistles while he shaves in the shower, and every single 
one of them wonders what time I am coming home. 
 

 
 

 


