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REQUIRED READING 
 
OLYMPIAN 11 
 Pindar, trans. Anthony Verity 
 
 

For Hagesidamus of Western Locri, winner in the boys’ boxing 
 
 
There is a time when men’s greatest need is for winds, 
and another for the waters of heaven, rainy children of the clouds. 
But if a man wins success by his own efforts, 
then honey-sweet songs are a prelude to later words of praise, 
and a sure pledge of great achievements to come. 
For Olympic victors, such praise is stored up beyond the reach of envy. 
My tongue wishes to shepherd this praise; 
but it is only through a god’s agency 
that a man’s poetic skill grows to fruition. 
 
Hagesidamus, son of Archestratus, 
you should know that to extol your boxing victory 
I shall add a sweet-voiced adornment to your crown of golden olive, 
and thus honour the people of Western Locri. 
Muses, join in their triumphal revels; 
I promise it will be no inhospitable folk, 
nor people unacquainted with beauty that you will meet, 
but men highly skilled in poetry, and fine spearmen too. 
Truly, neither the ruddy fox nor the loud-roaring lion 
can change its inborn nature. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Pindar: The Complete Odes, 2007, Oxford UP. 
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ARCHAIC TORSO OF APOLLO 
 Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. Stephen Mitchell 
 
 
We cannot know his legendary head 
with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso 
is still suffused with brilliance from inside, 
like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low, 
 
gleams in all its power. Otherwise 
the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could 
a smile run through the placid hips and thighs 
to that dark center where procreation flared. 
 
Otherwise this stone would seem defaced 
beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders 
and would not glisten like a wild beast's fur: 
 
would not, from all the borders of itself, 
burst like a star: for here there is no place 
that does not see you. You must change your life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Ahead of All Parting: Selected Prose and Poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke, 1995, Modern Library.  
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DEAR WHITE AMERICA 
 Danez Smith 
 
 
i’ve left Earth in search of darker planets, a solar system revolving too near a black hole. i’ve left in 
search of a new God. i do not trust the God you have given us. my grandmother’s hallelujah is only 
outdone by the fear she nurses every time the blood-fat summer swallows another child who used to 
sing in the choir. take your God back. though his songs are beautiful, his miracles are inconsistent. i 
want the fate of Lazarus for Renisha, want Chucky, Bo, Meech, Trayvon, Sean & Jonylah risen three 
days after their entombing, their ghost re-gifted flesh & blood, their flesh & blood re-gifted their 
children. i’ve left Earth, i am equal parts sick of your go back to Africa & i just don’t see race. neither 
did the poplar tree. we did not build your boats (though we did leave a trail of kin to guide us home). 
we did not build your prisons (though we did & we fill them too). we did not ask to be part of your 
America (though are we not America? her joints brittle & dragging a ripped gown through Oakland?). 
i can’t stand your ground. i’m sick of calling your recklessness the law. each night, i count my brothers. 
& in the morning, when some do not survive to be counted, i count the holes they leave. i reach for 
black folks & touch only air. your master magic trick, America. now he’s breathing, now he don’t. 
abra-cadaver. white bread voodoo. sorcery you claim not to practice, hand my cousin a pistol to do 
your work. i tried, white people. i tried to love you, but you spent my brother’s funeral making plans 
for brunch, talking too loud next to his bones. you took one look at the river, plump with the body of 
boy after girl after sweet boi & ask why does it always have to be about race? because you made it that 
way! because you put an asterisk on my sister’s gorgeous face! call her pretty (for a black girl)! because 
black girls go missing without so much as a whisper of where?! because there are no amber alerts for 
amber-skinned girls! because Jordan boomed. because Emmett whistled. because Huey P. spoke. 
because Martin preached. because black boys can always be too loud to live. because it’s taken my 
papa’s & my grandma’s time, my father’s time, my mother’s time, my aunt’s time, my uncle’s time, my 
brother’s & my sister’s time . . . how much time do you want for your progress? i’ve left Earth to find 
a place where my kin can be safe, where black people ain’t but people the same color as the good, wet 
earth, until that means something, until then i bid you well, i bid you war, i bid you our lives to gamble 
with no more. i’ve left Earth & i am touching everything you beg your telescopes to show you. i’m 
giving the stars their right names. & this life, this new story & history you cannot steal or sell or cast 
overboard or hang or beat or drown or own or redline or shackle or silence or cheat or choke or cover 
up or jail or shoot or jail or shoot or jail or shoot or ruin 
 
                                                                                                   this, if only this one, is ours. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Don’t Call Us Dead, 2017, Graywolf Press.  
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LYING IN A HAMMOCK AT WILLIAM DUFFY’S FARM IN PINE ISLAND, MINNESOTA 
 James Wright 
 
 
Over my head, I see the bronze butterfly,    
Asleep on the black trunk, 
Blowing like a leaf in green shadow.    
Down the ravine behind the empty house,    
The cowbells follow one another    
Into the distances of the afternoon.    
To my right, 
In a field of sunlight between two pines,    
The droppings of last year’s horses    
Blaze up into golden stones. 
I lean back, as the evening darkens and comes on.    
A chicken hawk floats over, looking for home. 
I have wasted my life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Above the River: The Complete Poems and Selected Prose, 1990, Wesleyan UP.  
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[I WISH I STILL HAD SOME / OF YOUR ASHES] 
 Mark Bibbins 
 
 
I wish I still had some 
of your ashes 
so I could throw them on 
the White House lawn    We had plotted 
with you about dropping them 
from a hot-air balloon but we ended 
up instead in a tiny airplane that felt 
more cramped than a Volkswagen Bug 
as we flew low over the rippling mountains 
the greens of the pines 
below us sturdy and real 
 
We were the same three 
who had been in the bed with you 
when you died    plus the pilot 
who in piloting 
our mission was probably 
risking a significant fine 
 
I don’t know which of us was holding 
the bag that contained what remained 
of you but when we tried to shake you out 
a bunch of you blew back in 
making the inside of the plane 
look briefly like a snow globe 
 
How strange the bits that landed 
on my tongue didn’t taste 
of anything that could ever have burned 
 
/// 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: 13th Balloon, 2020, Copper Canyon Press.  
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AFTERPARTY 
 Jake Skeets 
 
 
We tank down beer. Eyelids lower and lower. He lets me 
feel beneath his basketball shorts, 

sorrel fields along his thigh. 
Burrows in our bellies heavy and heavy from rolling rock 
and blue ribbon. Aluminum ghost coaxes his kiss. Candle 
left lit. He mouths the neck and lip of another 

bottle—rifle 
cold. My tongue coils on the trigger before its click. 
Corn beetles scatter out 

 no longer his bones. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Eyes Bottle Dark with a Mouthful of Flowers, 2019, Milkweed Editions.  
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ADDITIONAL READING 
 
ON BEING ASKED TO BE MORE SPECIFIC WHEN IT COMES TO LONGING 
 Carl Phillips 
 
 
When the forest ended, so did the starflowers and wild 
ginger that for so long had kept us 
company, the clearing opened before us, a vast 
meadow of silverrod, each stem briefly an 
angled argument against despair, then only weeds by 
a better name again, as incidental as 
the backdrop the ocean made just 
beyond the meadow … Like taking 
a horsewhip to a swarm of bees, that they might 
more easily disperse, we’d at last reached the point 
 
in twilight where twilight seems most 
a bowl designed to turn routinely but 
as if by accident half roughly 
over: bells somewhere, the kind 
of bells that, before being housed finally 
in their towers, used to 
have to be baptized, each was given— 
to swing by or fall hushed inside of, 
accordingly—its own name; bells, and then— 
from the smudged edge of all that 
seemed to be left of what we’d called 
 
belief, once, bodies, not of hunting-birds, what we’d 
thought at first, but human bodies in flight, 
in flight and lit from within as if 
by ruin, or triumph, maybe, at having 
made out of ruin a light, something 
useful by which, having skimmed the water, to search 
the meadow now, for ourselves inside it where, yes, though we 
shook in our nakedness, we lay 
naked as we’d been taught to do: when afraid, 
what is faith, but to make a gift of yourself—give; and you shall receive. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Pale Colors in a Tall Field, 2020, Farrar, Straus and Giroux.  
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I HAVE WASTED MY LIFE 
 Justin Phillip Reed 
 
 
 after James Wright 
 
 
There it goes, thin thing, 

cheshiring between trees 
whose reaper-robes trail 
their trains deep underground: 

your life, hangin out 
 
like an exposure. Easy now. 

It's your posture I've followed here, 
summerful hump of it, Sunday spoil— 
as if anything could happen in this moment 

to anyone else. Your life is that horror 
 
scene in which the girl is roped 

between a trailer and a semi: 
its ruby cab entered, the pistol 
presented, the engine 

set to gun, the clutch 
 
at the mercy of a muscle 

at the mercy of a mind 
at the mercy of a trigger 
at the mercy of a mind 

at the mercy of the clutch—"You 
 
useless waste," jibes the killer 

to the waste who cannot kill 
while caught in mercy's 
Celtic knot, its spun 

swastika. How swiftly 
 
it all seems to swing 

sideways: glance: hitcher: 
hawk: glut-yowled death gods, 
ungodly, aching for it while 

no one thinks this isn't 
 
inevitable, cuts her loose, jams 

another truck in front—there I go 
 from oblivion, let-offing toward a road,  

windmilling for rescue. No, 
(continue without stanza break) 
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I alighieried down this sunken navel 
 
to also cape for waste. 

Yes, me, with my black life, 
gray Negro face, ever-tried. Treed. 
Ammercy between amens. 

I have a thickness 
 
to lean against death's 

heavy, urgent function 
like a terrific fiction. I will lie 
here and swing open:                heavens 

as a throttle opens, 
 
hapless as the silent gazebo, 

revulsion and reverie equally 
mine to hold in this slim 
acreage the tidal sun 

sidles across. The briefly lit 
 
dog shit, the grace 

of mean geese unzipping 
the brown pond, fly-eyed 
cult of lotus pods 

neighbor-nosing over the bank, 
 
the shiver underneath 

my ruined shirt, the worm 
eating of things in the dirt 
the dead and the living, 

every slaughter such serenity 
 
ever cost is the life 

I have wasted. I'm about it. 
I can do this all day. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Malevolent Volume, 2020, Coffee House Press.  
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THE MASTER’S HOUSE 
 Solmaz Sharif 
 
 

To wave from the porch 
To let go of the grudge 
To disrobe 
To recall Ethel Rosenberg’s green polka-dotted dress 
To call your father and say I’d forgotten how nice everyone in these red states can be 
To hear him say Yes, long as you don’t move in next door 
To recall every drawn curtain in the apartments you have lived 
To find yourself at 33 at a vast expanse with nary a papyrus of guidance, with nary a voice, a muse, a 

model 
To finally admit out loud then I want to go home 
To have a dinner party of intellectuals with a bell, long-armed, lightly-tongued, at each setting 
To sport your dun gown 
To revel in face serums 
To be a well-calibrated burn victim to fight the signs of aging 
To assure financial health 
To be lavender sachets and cedar lining and all the ways the rich might hide their rot 
To eye the master’s bone china 
To pour diuretic in his coffee and think this erosive to the state 
To disrobe when the agent asks you to 
To find a spot on any wall to stare into 
To develop the ability to leave an entire nation thusly, just by staring at a spot on the wall, as the 

lead-vested agent names article by article what to remove 
To do this in order to do the other thing, the wild thing 
To say this is my filmdom, The Master’s House, and I gaze upon it and it is good 
To discuss desalinization plants and de terroir 
To date briefly a banker, a lapsed Marxist, and hear him on the phone speaking in billions of dollars, 

its residue over the clear bulbs of his eyes, as he turns to look upon your nudity 
To fantasize publishing a poem in the New Yorker eviscerating his little need 
To set a bell at each intellectual’s table setting ringing idea after idea, and be the simple-footed help, 

rushing to say Yes? 
To disrobe when the agent asks you to 
To find a spot on any wall to stare into 
To develop the ability to leave an entire nation thusly, just by staring at a spot on the wall 
To say this is my filmdom, The Master’s House 
To recall the Settler who from behind his mobile phone said I’m filming you for God 
To recall this sad God, God of the mobile phone camera, God of the small black globe and 

pixelated eye above the blackjack table at Harrah’s and the metal, toothed pit of Qalandia 
checkpoint the same 

To recall the Texan that held the shotgun to your father’s chest, sending him falling backward, 
pleading, and the words came to him in Farsi 

To be jealous of this, his most desperate language 
To lament the fact of your lamentations in English, English being your first defeat 
To finally admit out loud then I want to go home 

(continue without stanza break) 
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To stand outside your grandmother’s house 
To know, for example, that in Farsi the present perfect is called the  relational past, and is used at 

times to describe a historic event whose effect is still relevant today, transcending the past 
To say, for example, Shah dictator bude-ast translates to The Shah was a dictator, but more literally to The 

Shah is was a dictator 
To have a tense of is-was, the residue of it over the clear bulb of your eyes 
To walk cemetery after cemetery in these States and nary a gravestone reading Solmaz 
To know no nation will be home until one does 
To do this in order to do the other thing, the wild thing, though you’ve forgotten what it was 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Poetry, April 2018.  
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THE LAST STILL LIFE: THE HEAD OF MEDUSA 
 Diane Seuss 
 
 
There are stories we refuse to tell. To tell them would be to set them 
loose upon the world. Like the girl (not innocent, no one’s innocent) 
whose body was swooped down upon by a larger, meaner, murkier 
story like an enormous granite pestle that crushed her own winsome, 
soft, unconscious, run-of-the-mill story into something like cornmeal 
mush. Then once upon a time (there is no once, there is not time) the girl 
was winnowed down like a bar of soap. She cut off her hair and refused 
to wash it. Beauty’s so dumb, she was known to say, isn’t beauty dumb? 
She moved into a rusted-out potato-chip delivery van 
between the gasoline storage tanks and the river. She kept a clump 
of snakes in a green steamer trunk. Black ones. Gold, with patterns. Real writhers. 
Once she became a full-fledged woman, things around town started turning 
to stone. The dam dried up. Fields, banks, and meadows. No rain. Then, overnight, 
the burial ground became a parking lot. All was stillness. The End. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Still Life with Two Dead Peacocks and a Girl, 2018, Graywolf Press. 
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TEETHING BORDERS 
 Craig Santos Perez 
 

 
“Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from them. 
A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and 
undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a 
constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants.” 

—Gloria Anzaldúa 
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987) 

 
 
Our daughter won’t stop crying, 
so we massage her red, swollen gums 
with our fingers. We sing: “Row, row, row 
your boat, gently down the stream, 
merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is 
but a dream.” On the news, 
a makeshift boat carrying refugees 
capsized in the Mediterranean. 
Those with life jackets float like bright 
yellow teeth. The others: swallowed 
by the sea’s territorial mouth. 
How many fled thirst, the vanishing 
of Lake Chad, the floods in East Africa? 
How many escaped Boko Haram, 
poverty, and war? How many more 
will be desiccated by the Sahara desert, 
or macerated by traffickers at Libya’s 
salivating shore? How many will survive 
only to be gnawed by Europe’s jaws? 
 
Our daughter won’t stop crying, 
so we give her a teething ring 
to chew. We sing: “Row, row, row 
your boat, gently down the stream, 
merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is 
but a dream.” On the news, refugees 
from Central and South America 
are detained at the border and separated 
from their children—some are so young 

(continue without stanza break) 



Wk. 2 // AGON 14 

they still have their baby teeth. Others 
are unaccompanied. How many fled 
drug cartels and abusive men, 
maquiladoras and drought? How many 
more will be devoured by La Bestia, 
dehydrated by the Sonoran desert, 
and torn apart by La Migra’s incisors? 
How many will survive only to be spit out 
from America’s rotting cavities? 
 
Our daughter won’t stop crying, 
so we give her a cold bottle to nurse. 
We sing: “Row, row, row your boat, 
gently down the stream, merrily, 
merrily, merrily, merrily, life is 
but a dream.” On the news, Trump 
inspects border wall prototypes. 
They say, more than half of all border 
walls on earth have been built since 2001, 
“justified” by the wars on terror. 
But refugees are not the true terror. 
The true terror is that 34,000 people 
are forced from their homes every day, 
and by the end of this year, 65 million 
will be uprooted, and in the coming years, 
climate change will displace millions more— 
half will be children. Refugees are not 
the true terrorists. The true terrorists 
are nations that create the migrant crisis, 
and nations that refuse to offer refuge 
(often, they are one and the same). 
 
Our daughter won’t stop crying, 
so we cradle her in our arms, skin to skin, 
and sing: “Row, row, row your boat, 
gently down the stream, merrily, merrily, 
merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.” 
When she finally closes her eyes, 
we lay her down in bed and surround 
her with pillows. On the news, 

(continue without stanza break) 
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a “caravan of migrants” approaches 
our teething borders. Let us not 
turn them away. Let us bridge 
them across the wounded borderlands 
until those once forbidden are now  
 
family, until those once prohibited 
are now protected. Let us build 
a tender country, where the only 
document needed for citizenship  
is a dream of sanctuary. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Southeast Review Online, 2019.  
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OF MODERN POETRY 
 Wallace Stevens 
 
 
The poem of the mind in the act of finding    
What will suffice. It has not always had    
To find: the scene was set; it repeated what    
Was in the script. 
                               Then the theatre was changed    
To something else. Its past was a souvenir. 
 
It has to be living, to learn the speech of the place.    
It has to face the men of the time and to meet    
The women of the time. It has to think about war    
And it has to find what will suffice. It has    
To construct a new stage. It has to be on that stage    
And, like an insatiable actor, slowly and 
With meditation, speak words that in the ear,    
In the delicatest ear of the mind, repeat, 
Exactly, that which it wants to hear, at the sound    
Of which, an invisible audience listens, 
Not to the play, but to itself, expressed 
In an emotion as of two people, as of two    
Emotions becoming one. The actor is 
A metaphysician in the dark, twanging 
An instrument, twanging a wiry string that gives    
Sounds passing through sudden rightnesses, wholly    
Containing the mind, below which it cannot descend,    
Beyond which it has no will to rise. 
                                                         It must 
Be the finding of a satisfaction, and may 
Be of a man skating, a woman dancing, a woman    
Combing. The poem of the act of the mind. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Collected Poems, 1954, Alfred P. Knopf. 


