AP Literature and Composition 

  Poetry Response Poems


To Myself

Even when I forget you

I go on looking for you

I believe I would know you

I keep remembering you

sometimes long ago but then

other times I am sure you

were here a moment before

and the air is still alive

around where you were and I 

think then I can recognize

you who are always the same

who pretend to be time but

you are not time and who speak 

in the words but you are not

what they say you who are not

lost when I do not find you


            —W.S. Merwin

Abortion
Coming home, I find you still in bed,

but when I pull back the blanket,

I see your stomach is flat as an iron.

You’ve done it, as you warned me you would

and left the fetus wrapped in wax paper

for me to look at. My son.

Woman, loving you no matter what you do,

what can I say, except that I’ve heard

the poor have no children, just small people

and there is room only for one man in this house.



--Ai

Lost Brother
I knew that tree was my lost brother

when I heard he was cut down

at four thousand eight hundred sixty-two years;

I know we had the same mother.

His death pained me.  I made up a story.

I realized, when I saw his photograph,

he was an evergreen, a bristlecone like me,

who had lived from an early age

with a certain amount of dieback,

at impossible locations, at elevations

over ten thousand feet in extreme weather.

His company:  other conifers,

the rosy finch, the rock wren, the raven and clouds,

blue and silver insects that fed mostly off each other.

Some years bighorn sheep visited in summer—

he was entertained by red bats, black-tailed jackrabbits,

horned lizards, the creatures old and young he sheltered.

Beside him in the shade, pink mountain pennyroyal—

to his south, white angelica.

I am prepared to live as long as he did

(it would please our mother),

live with clouds and those I love

suffering with God.

Sooner or later, some bag of wind will cut me down. 





       —Stanley Moss

Cockroach
When I see a cockroach,

I don’t grow violent like you. 

I stop as if a friendly greeting

Had passed between us.

This roach is familiar to me.

We met here and there,

In the kitchen at midnight

And now on my pillow.

I can see it has a couple 

Of my black hairs

Sticking out of its head,

And who knows what else?

It carries false papers—

Don’t ask me how I know.

False papers, yes,

With my greasy thumbprint.


--Charles Simic

Smelling the Wind

Rushing headlong

into new silence

your face

dips on my horizon

the name 

of a cherished dream

riding my anchor

one sweet season

to cast off

on another voyage

No reckoning allowed

save the marvelous arithmetics

of distance
                           ---Audre Lorde

The Halo That Would Not Light

When, after many years, the raptor beak

Let loose of you,



He dropped your tiny body

In the scarab-colored hollow



Of a carriage, left you like a finch

Wrapped in its nest of linens wound

With linden leaves in a child’s cardboard box.

Tonight the wind is hover-

Hunting as the leather seats of swings go back

And forth with no one in them

As certain and invisible as



Red scarves silking endlessly

From a magician’s hollow hat



And the spectacular catastrophe

Of your endless childhood





Is done.




   —Lucie Brock-Broido

1943
They toughened us for war.  In the high-school auditorium

Ed Monahan knocked out Dominick Esposito in the first round

of the heavyweight finals, and ten months later Dom died

in the third wave at Tarawa.  Every morning of the war

our Brock-Hall Dairy delivered milk from horse-drawn wagons

to wooden back porches in southern Connecticut. In winter,

frozen cream lifted the cardboard lids of glass bottles,

Grade A or Grade B, while marines bled to death in the surf, 

or the right engine faltered into Channel silt, or troops marched

—what could we do?—with frostbitten feet as white as milk.
—Donald Hall
Inoculation

Cotton Mather studied small pox for a while,

instead of sin.  Boston was rife with it.

Not being ill himself, thank Providence,

but one day asking his slave, Onesimus,

if he’d ever had the pox.  To which Onesimus replied,

“Yes and No.”  Not insubordinate

or anything of the kind, but playful, or perhaps 

musing, as one saying to another:

“Consider how a man

can take inside all manner of disease

and still survive.”

Then, graciously, when Mather asked again:

My mother bore me in the southern wild.

She scratched my skin and I got sick, but lived

to come here, free of smallpox, as your slave.




—Susan Donnelly

 Beginning Again

“If I could stop talking, completely

cease talking for a year, I might begin

to get well,” he muttered.

Off alone again performing

brain surgery on himself

in a small badly lit 

room with no mirror.  A room

whose floor ceiling and walls

are all mirrors, what a mess

oh my God—

And still

it stands,

the question

not how begin

again, but rather

Why?

So we sit there

together

the mountain

and me, Li Po

said, until only the mountain

remains.




—Franz Wright
My Fear

He follows us, he keeps track.

Each day his lists are longer.

Here, death, and here, 

something like it.

Mr. Fear, we say in our dreams,

what do you have for me tonight?

And he looks through his sack,

his black sack of troubles.

Maybe he smiles when he finds

the right one.  Maybe he’s sorry.

Tell me, Mr. Fear,

what must I carry

away from your dream.

Make it small, please.

Let it fit in my pocket,

let it fall through

the hole in my pocket.

Fear, let me have

a small brown bat

and a purse of crickets

like the ones I heard

singing last night

out there in the stubbly field

before I slept, and met you.



—Lawrence Raab

The Coming of Wisdom with Time
though leaves are many, the root is one;

Through all the lying days of my youth

I swayed my leaves and flowers in the sun;

Now I may wither into the truth.



--William Butler Yeats 

Dream Variations
To fling my arms wide

In some place of the sun,

To whirl and dance

Till the white day is done.

Then rest at cool evening

Beneath a tall tree

While night comes on gently,

        Dark like me—

That is my dream!

To fling my arms wide

In the face of the sun

Dance! Whirl! Whirl!

Till the quick day is done.

Rest at pale evening…

A tall, slim tree…

Night coming tenderly

     Black like me. 

         --Langston Hughes
Unveiling

In the cemetery

a mile away

from where we used to live

my aunts and mother,

my father and uncles lie

in two long rows almost the way

they used to sit around 

the long planked table

at family dinners.

And walking beside 

the graves today, down

one straight path

and up the next,

I don’t feel sad

for them, just left out a bit

as if they kept

from me the kind 

of grown-up secret

they used to share

back then, something

I’m not quite ready yet

to learn.


--Linda Pastan
Untitled

In the desert

I saw a creature, naked, bestial,

Who squatting upon the ground,

Held his heart in his hands,

And ate of it.

I said:  “Is it good, friend?”

“It is bitter—bitter,” he answered;

“But I like it

Because it is bitter,

And because it is my heart.”

       --Stephen Crane

Disillusionment at Ten O’Clock
The houses are haunted

By white night-gowns.

None are green.

Or purple with green rings,

Or green with yellow rings,

Or yellow with blue rings,

None of them are strange

With socks of lace

And beaded ceintures.

People are not going

To dream of baboons and periwinkles.

Only, here and there, an old sailor,

Drunk and asleep in his boots,

Catches tigers 

In red weather.
           --Wallace Stevens
Those winter Sundays

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 coal 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?
                  --Robert Hayden

Alone

From childhood’s hour I have not been

As others were—I have not seen

As others saw—I could not bring

My passions from a common spring—

From the same source I have not taken

My sorrow—I could not awaken

My heart to joy at the same tone—

And all I lov’d—I loved alone—

Then—in my childhood—in the dawn

Of a most stormy life—was drawn

From ev’ry depth of good and ill

The mystery which binds me still—

From the torrent, or the fountain—

From the red cliff of the mountain—

From the sun that ‘round me roll’d

In its autumn tint of gold—

From the lightning in the sky

As it pass’d me flying by—

From the thunder, and the storm—

And the cloud that took the form

(When the rest of Heaven was blue)

Of a demon in my view—
                    -Edgar Allan Poe

Introduction to Poetry
I ask them to take a poem

and hold it up to the light

like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

I say drop a mouse into a poem

and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem’s room

and feel the walls for a light switch.

I want them to waterski

across the surface of a poem

waving at the author’s name on the shore.

But all they want to do 

is tie the poem to a chair with rope

and torture a confession out of it.

they begin beating it with a hose

to find out what it really means.

          --Billy Collins

Nothing Gold Can Stay

Nature’s first green is gold,

Her hardest hue to hold.

Her early leaf’s a flower;

But only so an hour.

Then leaf subsides to leaf.

So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day.

Nothing gold can stay.
---Robert Frost
Hide-And-Seek
Someone hides from someone else

Hides under his tongue

The other looks for him under the earth

He hides on his forehead

The other looks for him in the sky

He hides inside his forgetfulness

The other looks for him in the grass

Looks for him looks

There’s no place he doesn’t look

And looking he looses himself

      --Vasko Popa

The last Night that She lived
The last Night that She lived

It was a Common Night

Except the Dying—this to Us

Made Nature different

We noticed smallest things—

Things overlooked before

By this great light upon our Minds

Italicized—as ‘twere.

As We went out and in

Between Her final Room

And Rooms where Those to be alive

Tomorrow were, a Blame

That Others could exist 

While She must finish quite

A Jealousy for Her arose

So nearly infinite—

We waited while She passed—

It was a narrow time—

Too jostled were Our Souls to speak

At length the notice came.

She mentioned, and forgot—

Then lightly as a Reed

Bent to the Water, struggled scarce—

Consented, and was dead—

And We—We place the Hair—

And drew the Head erect—

And then an awful leaisure was

Belief to regulate—

              --Emily Dickinson

Suicide’s Note
The calm,

Cool face of the river

Asked me for a kiss. 

        --Langston Hughes

The Clod and the Pebble

“Love seeketh not Itself to please,

Nor for itself hath any care;

But for another gives its ease,

And builds a Heaven in Hell’s despair.”

     So sang a little Clod of Clay,

     Trodden with cattle’s feet;

     But a Pebble of the brook,

     Warbled out these meters meet:

“Love seeketh only Self to please,

To bind another its delight,

Joys in another’s loss of ease

And builds Hell in Heaven’s despite.”

            --William Blake

Epigram from the French

Sir, I admit your general rule

That every poet is a fool:

But you yourself may serve to show it,

That every fool is not a poet.


--Alexander Pope

Watermelons

Green Buddhas

On the fruit stand.

We eat the smile

and spit out the teeth.


--Charles Simic.

When We Two Parted
When we two parted

In silence and tears,

Half broken-hearted

To sever for years,

Pale grew thy cheek and cold,

Colder thy kiss;

Truly that hour foretold

Sorrow to this.

 

The dew of the morning

Sunk chill on my brow--

It felt like the warning

Of what I feel now.

Thy vows are all broken,

And light is thy fame:

I hear thy name spoken,

And share in its shame.

 

They name thee before me,

A knell to mine ear;

A shudder comes o'er me--

Why wert thou so dear?

They know not I knew thee,

Who knew thee too well:

Lond, long shall I rue thee,

Too deeply to tell.

 

I secret we met--

I silence I grieve,

That thy heart could forget,

Thy spirit deceive.

If I should meet thee

After long years,

How should I greet thee?

With silence and tears.

--Lord  Byron

Resume

Razors pain you;

Rivers are damp;

Acids stain you;

And drugs cause cramp.

Guns aren’t lawful;

Nooses give;

Gas smells awful;

You might as well live.


--Dorothy Parker

November 1968
Stripped
you’re beginning to float free
up through the smoke of brushfires
and incinerators
the unleafed branches won’t hold you
nor the radar aerials

You’re what the autumn knew would happen
after the last collapse
of primary color
once the last absolutes were torn to pieces
you could begin

How you broke open, what sheathed you
until this moment
I know nothing about it
my ignorance of you amazes me
now that I watch you
starting to give yourself away
to the wind


--Adrienne Rich

To Celia

Drink to me only with thine eyes, 
         And I will pledge with mine; 
Or leave a kiss but in the cup 
         And I'll not look for wine. 
The thirst that from the soul doth rise 
         Doth ask a drink divine; 
But might I of Jove's nectar sup, 
         I would not change for thine. 

I sent thee late a rosy wreath, 
         Not so much honouring thee 
As giving it a hope that there 
         It could not wither'd be; 
But thou thereon didst only breathe, 
         And sent'st it back to me; 
Since when it grows, and smells, I swear, 
         Not of itself but thee! 


--Ben Johnson

In a Station of the Metro

The apparition of these faces in the crowd;

Petals on a wet, black bough.



--Ezra Pound
Ars Poetica

Between dark and the void, between virgins and garrisons,
with my singular heart and my mournful conceits
for my portion, my forehead despoiled, overtaken by pallors,
a grief-maddened widower bereft of a lifetime;
for every invisible drop that I taste in a stupor, alas,
for each intonation I concentrate, shuddering,
I keep the identical thirst of an absence, the identical chill
of a fever; sounds, coming to be; a devious anguish
as of thieves, and chimeras approaching;
so, in the shell of extension, profound and unaltering,
demeaned as a kitchen-drudge, like a bell sounding hoarsely,
like a tarnishing mirror, or the smell of a house's abandonment
where the guests stagger homeward, blind drunk, in the night, and
the reek of their clothes rises out of the floor, an absence of flowers
---could it be differently put, a little less ruefully, possibly?---
All the truth blurted out: wind strikes at my breast like a blow,
the ineffable body of night, fallen into my bedroom,
the roar of a morning ablaze with some sacrifice,
that begs my prophetical utterance, mournfully;
an impact of objects that call and encounter no answer,
unrest without respite, an anomalous name.


--Pablo Neruda
My Son the Man
Suddenly his shoulders get a lot wider,

the way Houdini would expand his body

while people were putting him in chains. It seems

no time since I would help him to put on his sleeper,

guide his calves into the gold interior,

zip him up and toss him up and

catch his weight. I cannot imagine him

no longer a child, and I know I must get ready,

get over my fear of men now my son

is going to be one. This was not

what I had in mind when he pressed up through me like a

sealed trunk through the ice of the Hudson,

snapped the padlock, unsnaked the chains,

and appeared in my arms. Now he looks at me

the way Houdini studied a box

to learn the way out, then smiled and let himself be manacled.


--Sharon Olds

Siren Song


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 beached skulls

the song nobody knows
because anyone who had 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

at last. Alas
it is a boring song
but it works every time. 

--Sharon Olds
“Faith” is a fine invention

“Faith” is a fine invention

When Gentlemen can see—

But Microscopes are prudent

In an Emergency.



--Emily Dickinson

Flight

When we were fleeing the burning city

And looked back from the first field path,

I said: “Let the grass grow over our footprints,

Let the harsh prophets fall silent in the fire,

Let the dead explain to the dead what happened.

We are fated to beget a new and violent tribe

Free from the evil and the happiness that drowsed there.

Let us go”—and the earth was opened for us by a sword of flames.


--Czeslaw Milosz

Believing in Iron

The hills my brothers & I created 
never balanced, & it took years 
To discover how the world worked. 
We could look at a tree of blackbirds 
& tell you how many were there, 
But with the scrap dealer 
Our math was always off. 
Weeks of lifting & grunting 
Never added up to much, 
But we couldn't stop 
Believing in iron. 
Abandoned trucks & cars 
Were held to the ground 
By thick, nostalgic fingers of vines 
Strong as a dozen sharecroppers. 
We'd return with our wheelbarrow 
Groaning under a new load, 
Yet tiger lilies lived better 
In their languid, August domain. 
Among paper & Coke bottles 
Foundry smoke erased sunsets, 
& we couldn't believe iron 
Left men bent so close to the earth 
As if the ore under their breath 
Weighed down the gray sky. 
Sometimes I dreamt how our hills 
Washed into a sea of metal, 
How it all became an anchor 
For a warship or bomber 
Out over trees with blooms 
Too red to look at.


--Yusef Komunyakaa

To a Stranger
Passing stranger! you do not know how longingly I look upon you, 
You must be he I was seeking, or she I was seeking, (it comes to me 
as of a dream,) 
I have somewhere surely lived a life of joy with you, 
All is recall'd as we flit by each other, fluid, affectionate, 
chaste, matured, 
You grew up with me, were a boy with me or a girl with me, 
I ate with you and slept with you, your body has become not yours 
only nor left my body mine only, 
You give me the pleasure of your eyes, face, flesh, as we pass, you 
take of my beard, breast, hands, in return, 
I am not to speak to you, I am to think of you when I sit alone or 
wake at night alone, 
I am to wait, I do not doubt I am to meet you again, 
I am to see to it that I do not lose you. 




--Walt Whitman
Alone with Everybody


the flesh covers the bone 
and they put a mind 
in there and 
sometimes a soul, 
and the women break 
vases against the walls 
and the men drink too 
much 
and nobody finds the 
one 
but keep 
looking 
crawling in and out 
of beds. 
flesh covers 
the bone and the 
flesh searches 
for more than 
flesh. 

there's no chance 
at all: 
we are all trapped 
by a singular 
fate. 

nobody ever finds 
the one. 

the city dumps fill 
the junkyards fill 
the madhouses fill 
the hospitals fill 
the graveyards fill 

nothing else 
fills. 

--Charles Bukowski

Pillow
There's nothing I can't find under there.
Voices in the trees, the missing pages
of the sea.

Everything but sleep.

And night is a river bridging
the speaking and listening banks, 

a fortress, undefended and inviolate.

There's nothing that won't fit under it: 
fountains clogged with mud and leaves, 
the houses of my childhood.

And night begins when my mother's fingers
let go of the thread
they've been tying and untying
to touch toward our fraying story's hem.

Night is the shadow of my father's hands
setting the clock for resurrection.

Or is it the clock unraveled, the numbers flown? 

Ther's nothing that hasn't found home there: 
discarded wings, lost shoes, a broken alphabet.
Everything but sleep. And night begins

with the first beheading
of the jasmine, its captive fragrance
rid at last of burial clothes.


--Li Young-Lee

Forgetfulness
The name of the author is the first to go
followed obediently by the title, the plot,
the heartbreaking conclusion, the entire novel
which suddenly becomes one you have never read,
never even heard of,

as if, one by one, the memories you used to harbor
decided to retire to the southern hemisphere of the brain,
to a little fishing village where there are no phones.

Long ago you kissed the names of the nine Muses goodbye
and watched the quadratic equation pack its bag,
and even now as you memorize the order of the planets,

something else is slipping away, a state flower perhaps,
the address of an uncle, the capital of Paraguay.

Whatever it is you are struggling to remember,
it is not poised on the tip of your tongue,
not even lurking in some obscure corner of your spleen.

It has floated away down a dark mythological river
whose name begins with an L as far as you can recall,
well on your own way to oblivion where you will join those
who have even forgotten how to swim and how to ride a bicycle.

No wonder you rise in the middle of the night
to look up the date of a famous battle in a book on war.
No wonder the moon in the window seems to have drifted
out of a love poem that you used to know by heart. 


--Billy Collins

Grandpa is Ashamed

A child need not be very clever

To learn that “Later, dear” means “Never.”



--Ogden Nash

The Flea

Mark but this flea, and mark in this,
How little that which thou deny'st me is;
It sucked me first, and now sucks thee,
And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be;
Thou knowest that this cannot be said
A sin, nor shame, nor loss of maidenhead.
Yet this enjoys before it woo,
And pampered, swells with one blood made of two,
And this, alas, is more than we would do.

Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare,
Where we almost, yea, more than married are.
This flea is you and I, and this
Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is;
Though parents grudge, and you, we are met
And cloistered in these living walls of jet.
Though use make you apt to kill me,
Let not to that self murder added be,
And sacrilege, three sins in killing three.

Cruel and sudden, hast thou since
Purpled thy nail in blood of innocence?
Wherein could this flea guilty be
Except in that drop which it sucked from thee?
Yet thou triumph'st, and sayest that thou
Find'st not thyself, nor me, the weaker now.
'Tis true, then learn how false fears be;
Just so much honor, when thou yieldst to me,
Will waste, as this flea's death took life from thee. 


--John Donne

The Truth the Dead Know

Gone, I say and walk from church, 
refusing the stiff procession to the grave, 
letting the dead ride alone in the hearse.
It is June. I am tired of being brave.

We drive to the Cape. I cultivate
myself where the sun gutters from the sky, 
where the sea swings in like an iron gate
and we touch. In another country people die.

My darling, the wind falls in like stones
from the whitehearted water and when we touch
we enter touch entirely. No one's alone.
Men kill for this, or for as much.

And what of the dead? They lie without shoes
in the stone boats. They are more like stone
than the sea would be if it stopped. They refuse
to be blessed, throat, eye and knucklebone.


--Anne Sexton

Childhood

It would be good to give much thought, before
you try to find words for something so lost,
for those long childhood afternoons you knew
that vanished so completely -and why?

We're still reminded-: sometimes by a rain,
but we can no longer say what it means;
life was never again so filled with meeting,
with reunion and with passing on

as back then, when nothing happened to us
except what happens to things and creatures:
we lived their world as something human,
and became filled to the brim with figures.

And became as lonely as a sheperd
and as overburdened by vast distances,
and summoned and stirred as from far away,
and slowly, like a long new thread,
introduced into that picture-sequence
where now having to go on bewilders us


--Rainer Maria Rilke

Between Walls

the back walls
of the

hospital where

nothing

will grow lie

cinders

In which shine

the broken

pieces of a green

bottle


--William Carlos Williams
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