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Tao Qian (1971)

Were Tao Qian
to come visit one day, I would
show him my own cherry trees and apples,
I hope he comes in spring
with the trees in bloom. Then we sit in the shade
over a glass of cider, perhaps I can show him
a poem—if I find one he likes.
The dragons that shoot through the sky trailing venom and smoke 
   glid quieter in his day when more birds were chirping.
Not one thing here would he not understand.
More than ever he yearns to retreat
into such a garden nook.
But I know not if he does so with good conscience. 

Qu Yuan’s dialogue with a Daoist fisherman (Sima Qian, Shiji)
 
“Are you not the king’s advisor? What has brought you here?” 
“All the world is muddy; I alone am clean. All men are drunk; I alone am sober. Thus my exile.” 
“The wise man is not bound by things, but can flow with the world. All men are muddy, why not stir up their mud? 
All men are drunk, why not swill their dregs? Why think deep and aspire high, only to get yourself exiled?” 
“I have heard: The freshly washed man should tap his hat; the freshly bathed man should shake the dust off his robe. 
How can I expose my purity to the filth of things? 
I would rather cast myself into the Xiang River and rest in the bowels of fish. How can I expose my gleam to the 
gloom of the world?” 
The fisherman, with a faint smile, dipped his paddle in the water and made off, singing:

“When the waters are clean, 
I wash my tassels.
When the waters are muddy, 
I wash my toes.” 
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Three poems by Dana Gioia

PSALM AND LAMENT FOR LOS ANGELES

I.  

On the streets of Hawthorne I sat down and wept. 
Yes, wept as I remembered it.   

I came to the asphalt country of my childhood, 
To revisit the precincts of memory.   

I walked the old boulevard, where the shops 
Had been condemned and demolished.   

I passed the bankrupt mall, defaced and boarded. 
And all was vacancy and squalor.   

Where was the drugstore where my parents met? 
And the neighborhood park with its Indian palms?   

Where was the Plaza Theater with its neon beacon 
Taller than a church spire?   

I wandered the silent ruins of my city. 
What was there to sing in a strange and empty land?

II.  

If I forget you, Los Angeles, let my eyes burn 
In the smoggy crimson of your sunsets.   

If I prefer not the Queen of the Angels to other cities, 
Then close my ears to the beat of your tides.   

Let me stand on the piers of Malibu, blind 
To the dances of the surfers and the dolphins.   

But, O Los Angeles, you dash your children against the stones. 
You devour your natives and your immigrants.   

You destroy your father’s house. You sell your daughters to strangers. 
You sprawl in the carnage and count the spoils.   

You stretch naked in the sunlight, beautiful and obscene— 
So enormous, hungry, and impossible to pardon.
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WORDS, WORDS, WORDS

It isn’t just the words, though we have made
a science of them. Eloquence excels
in polishing the sentiments we need
no longer say.
Words are the cards, not why the game is played.

It isn’t just the rhyme, though we surmise
the accidental insights of conjunction—
the superstitious chanting we despise
but can’t forget,
shamed by our childish pleasure in surprise.

It isn’t just the pain we hope to end.
Old wounds still seep their blood between the lines.
The truest words subvert what we intend.
They bring no ease.
The cost is always more than we can spend.

It is the luck to fail at what we started,
of letting language use us as a vessel
swept on a course we never could have charted—
to hope that once
the angel came, possessed us, and departed. 
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AT THE CROSSROADS

Here are the crossroads where old women come 
Under the quarter moon to cast their spells, 
And where young lovers meet to argue out 
The secret terms of their surrender.

It is a place that each sees differently— 
The salesman scouting, soldiers tramping home, 
The scholar napping by the riverbank 
While someone else’s fortune drifts downstream.

But if you stand at crossroads long enough, 
Most of the eager world comes strutting by— 
Businessmen, preachers, cats—all going somewhere, 
Even the Devil striking up a deal.

I used to wonder if they ever got there. 
Be careful here in choosing where to turn. 
You learn a lot by staying in one place 
But never how the story truly ends.
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War 
by Lee Maracle

     In my body flows the blood of Gallic

Bastille stormers and the soft, gentle

ways of Salish/Cree womanhood.

 

Deep throated base tones dissipate,

swallowed by the earth; uproarious

laughter sears, mutilates my voice.

 

Child of the earth-tear of west

coast rain; dew drop sparkling in

the crisp, clear sun of my home.

 

Warm woman of the Mediterranean sunscape,

bleaching rough cotton-sweatshop

anniversary.

 

Thunderous, rude earthquakes that

split my spirit within. Tiny grapes

of wine console me.

 

Can I deny a heritage blackened by

the toil of billions, conceived in

rape, plunder and butchery?
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In the veins, that fight to root themselves

in the wondrous breadth of my

homeland, races the blood of base

humanity.

 

European thief; liar, bloodsucker.

I deny you not. I fear you not. Your

reality and mine no longer rankles me.

 

I am moved by my love for human life;

by the firm conviction that all the world

must stop the butchery, stop the slaughter.

 

I am moved by my scars, by my own filth

to re-write history with my body

to shed the blood of those who betray themselves

 

To life, world humanity I ascribe

To my people… my history… I address

my vision.
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Everything begins with song
by Lee Maracle 

The sweet mountain breath of wind whispering through cedar—earth’s symphony. 

Wind taps out tunes to the valley floors, even the howling storm winds sing agonizingly 

beautiful songs, arias of painful transformation we come to love.

 

Songs hooked to the language of wind lessens this burden of being,

couples itself to the promise of language;

voice elevates being, renders life manageable;

 

There is power in the breath we pass over vibrating vocal chords.

The words carry a charge.

The spark invites response.

 

The hum of song points receivers in the direction of the good life.  

The breath of others takes their own journey through the body, 

passes breath through some imagined future.
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EVENING IN THE SANITARIUM*
by Louise Bogan

The free evening fades, outside the windows fastened with decorative 
       iron grilles.
The lamps are lighted; the shades drawn; the nurses are watching a 
       little.
It is the hour of the complicated knitting on the safe bone needles; of 
       the games of anagrams and bridge;
The deadly game of chess; the book held up like a mask.

The period of the wildest weeping, the fiercest delusion, is over.
The women rest their tired half-healed hearts; they are almost well.
Some of them will stay almost well always: the blunt-faced woman 
       whose thinking dissolved
Under academic discipline; the manic-depressive girl
Now leveling off; one paranoiac afflicted with jealousy.
Another with persecution. Some alleviation has been possible.

O fortunate bride, who never again will become elated after childbirth!
O lucky older wife, who has been cured of feeling unwanted!
To the suburban railway station you will return, return,
To meet forever Jim home on the 5:35.
You will be again as normal and selfish and heartless as anybody else.
There is life left: the piano says it with its octave smile.
The soft carpets pad the thump and splinter of the suicide to be.
Everything will be splendid: the grandmother will not drink habitually.
The fruit salad will bloom on the plate like a bouquet
And the garden produce the blue-ribbon aquilegia.
The cats will be glad; the fathers feel justified; the mothers relieved.
The sons and husbands will no longer need to pay the bills.
Childhoods will be put away, the obscene nightmare abated.

At the ends of the corridors the baths are running.
Mrs. C. again feels the shadow of the obsessive idea.
Miss R. looks at the mantel-piece, which must mean something.

*This poem was origionally published with the subtitle “Imitated from Auden.”
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The Cypress Broke

BY MAHMOUD DARWISH

TRANSLATED BY FADY JOUDAH

                                 The cypress is the tree’s grief and not

                                 the tree, and it has no shadow because it is

                                 the tree’s shadow

                                       —Bassam Hajjar

Copyright Credit: Mahmoud Darwish, "The Cypress Broke" from The Butterfly’s Burden. Copyright © 2008 by Mahmoud Darwish, English

translation by Fady Joudah.  Reprinted by permission of Copper Canyon Press. www.coppercanyonpress.org

Source: The Butterfly’s Burden (Copper Canyon Press, 2007)

The cypress broke like a minaret, and slept on

the road upon its chapped shadow, dark, green,

as it has always been. No one got hurt. The vehicles

sped over its branches. The dust blew

into the windshields ... / The cypress broke, but

the pigeon in a neighboring house didn’t change

its public nest. And two migrant birds hovered above

the hem of the place, and exchanged some symbols.

And a woman said to her neighbor: Say, did you see a storm?

She said: No, and no bulldozer either ... / And the cypress

broke. And those passing by the wreckage said:

Maybe it got bored with being neglected, or it grew old

with the days, it is long like a giraffe, and little

in meaning like a dust broom, and couldn’t shade two lovers.

And a boy said: I used to draw it perfectly,

its figure was easy to draw. And a girl said: The sky today

is incomplete because the cypress broke.

And a young man said: But the sky today is complete

because the cypress broke. And I said

to myself: Neither mystery nor clarity,

the cypress broke, and that is all

there is to it: the cypress broke!
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CITY
(translated by Paul Schmidt)

I am a temporary and not at all discontented citizen
Of a metropolis considered modern because all known taste has been
   eluded
In the furnishings and the outsides of the house,
As well as in the plan of the city.
Here you will find no trace of a single monument to superstition.
Morals and language have been reduced
To their simplest expression, that is all!
Thees millions of people with no need to know each other
Lay down so equally the path of education, of trade and old age,
That the course of life is probably several times shorter
Than anything a crazy statistic sets up for people on the continent
And from my window, what original specters roll
Through this thick eternal smoke—
Our Crowded Shade, our Midsummer Night!
Latter-day Erin’s fly before this cottage
Which is my country and the depth of my heart,
Because everything here looks like this:
Dry-eyed Death, our diligent daughter and servant,
A hopeless Love and a pretty Crime wailing in the mud of the road.
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moderators

Peter C. Perdue has taught Chinese history, among other subjects, at MIT and Yale University.

Noel Jackson teaches literature at MIT and has been an organizer of Pleasures of Poetry.

Mark Hessler is a local alum with a 21S degree in literature and physics. He has worked in the US and overseas as 
a high school teacher, actor, and programmer, and has attended PoP for many years.

Bronwen Heuer a retiree of 20+ years at MIT as a member of the IS&T staff. She is an open-water swimmer and a 
student of the Japanese resist dyeing technique known as Shibori. In her Stony Brook University days, she wrote 
her dissertation on the Spanish poet Francisco de Quevedo.  

Arthur Bahr the author of Chasing the Pearl-Manuscript: Speculation, Shapes, Delight (Chicago, 2024) and 
Fragments and Assemblages: Forming Compilations of Medieval London (Chicago, 2013). He is excited to combine 
his interest in manuscripts with his training as a figure skater and National Singles and Pairs judge in his next proj-
ect, Sheets of Parchment, Sheets of Ice, which will explore those surfaces as sites of performance, inscription, and 
erasure.

Peter Shor is a professor in the Math Department at MIT. He likes to read and occasionally to write poetry and has 
had one poem about a mathematician published in the magazine “The Mathematical Intelligencer,” and some trans-
lations of poems by Paul Verlaine published in “The High Window.”

Mary Fuller joined the Literature Faculty at MIT in 1989. She teaches introductory and advanced subjects in poetry 
as a break from her research, which focuses on the records of maritime and colonial history 1450-1650.

Caitlyn Doyle teaches literature at MIT. 

Ben Mangrum is an Assistant Professor in the Literature section at MIT. He teaches twentieth-century literature in 
English, with special interests in the environmental humanities and digital studies.

Elizabeth Doran is a poet and painter. She resides in  Boston’s Back Bay. Her poems have been published in: 
​Ibbetson Street, Poiesis, ​and​ Spirited Magazine​. Two of her paintings were chosen by the Mass Poetry Festival for 
their Poetry on the T series. Her painting was featured on the cover of Salamander in 2016. She is the former 
manager of the historic Grolier Poetry Book Shop. 

Anne Hudson worked at MIT from 1985 to 2016 and has participated in Pleasures of Poetry since 2002. Her own 
poetry has appeared in print and online, including in the MIT Faculty Newsletter. From 2001 to 2007 she published 
the online literary magazine, Facets. Currently she works as a freelance editor and is also writing a novel.  

Sandy Alexandre is an Associate Professor whose job and joy it is to read and also to think, talk and write about 
the things she reads. She strives to make literary interpretations alluring. 

Avery Nguyen is an MIT’22 alum who double majored in Chemical Engineering and Literature.

David Thorburn taught literature and media at MIT for 47 years, retiring in 2023. He is the founder of 
Pleasures of Poetry.




