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NOTE: 
 
I wanted to start this packet with “Adonais” by Percy Bysshe Shelley, but the poem was thirteen 
pages long. If you can, read this poem. It’s available on the Poetry Foundation website.   



 Wk. 2 // ELEGY 2 

ELEGY FOR THELONIUS 
 Yusef Komunyakaa 
 
 
Damn the snow. 
Its senseless beauty 
pours a hard light 
through the hemlock. 
Thelonius is dead. Winter 
drifts in the hourglass; 
notes pour from the brain cup. 
Damn the alley cat 
wailing a muted dirge 
off Lenox Ave. 
Thelonius is dead. 
Tonight’s a lazy rhapsody of shadows 
swaying to blue vertigo 
& metaphysical funk. 
Black trees in the wind. 
Crepuscule with Nelly 
plays inside the bowed head. 
“Dig the Man Ray of piano!” 
O satisfaction, 
hot fingers blur 
on those white rib keys. 
Coming on the Hudson. 
Monk’s Dream. 
The ghost of bepop 
from 52nd Street, 
footprints in the snow. 
Damn February. 
Let’s go to Minton’s 
& play “modern malice” 
till daybreak. Lord, 
there’s Thelonius 
wearing that old funky hat 
pulled down over his eyes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Neon Vernacular: New and Selected Poems, 1993, Wesleyan UP.  
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THE DARKLING THRUSH 
 Thomas Hardy 
 
 
I leant upon a coppice gate 
      When Frost was spectre-grey, 
And Winter's dregs made desolate 
      The weakening eye of day. 
The tangled bine-stems scored the sky 
      Like strings of broken lyres, 
And all mankind that haunted nigh 
      Had sought their household fires. 
 
The land's sharp features seemed to be 
      The Century's corpse outleant, 
His crypt the cloudy canopy, 
      The wind his death-lament. 
The ancient pulse of germ and birth 
      Was shrunken hard and dry, 
And every spirit upon earth 
      Seemed fervourless as I. 
 
At once a voice arose among 
      The bleak twigs overhead 
In a full-hearted evensong 
      Of joy illimited; 
An aged thrush, frail, gaunt, and small, 
      In blast-beruffled plume, 
Had chosen thus to fling his soul 
      Upon the growing gloom. 
 
So little cause for carolings 
      Of such ecstatic sound 
Was written on terrestrial things 
      Afar or nigh around, 
That I could think there trembled through 
      His happy good-night air 
Some blessed Hope, whereof he knew 
      And I was unaware. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: www.poetryfoundation.org. Public domain. 
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THE TRUTH THE DEAD KNOW 
 Anne Sexton 
 
 

For my mother, born March 1902, died March 1959 
and my father, born February 1900, died June 1959 

 
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 their stone boats. They are more like stone 
than the sea would be if it stopped. They refuse    
to be blessed, throat, eye and knucklebone. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Complete Poems of Anne Sexton, 1981, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.  
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THE FIRST ELEGY 
 Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. A. Poulin, Jr. 
 
 
And if I cried, who’d listen to me in those angelic 
orders? Even if one of them suddenly held me 
to his heart, I’d vanish in his overwhelming 
presence. Because beauty’s nothing 
but the start of terror we can hardly bear, 
and we adore it because of the serene scorn 
it could kill us with. Every angel’s terrifying. 

So I control myself and choke back the lure 
of my dark cry. Ah, who can we turn to, 
then? Neither angels nor men, 
and the animals already know by instinct 
we’re not comfortably at home 
in our translated world. Maybe what’s left 
for us is some tree on a hillside we can look at 
day after day, one of yesterday’s streets, 
and the perverse affection of a habit 
that liked us so much it never let go. 

And the night, oh the night when the wind 
full of outer space gnaws at our faces; that wished for, 
gentle, deceptive one waiting painfully for the lonely 
heart—she’d stay on for anyone. Is she easier on lovers? 
But they use each other to hide their fate. 

You still don’t understand? Throw the emptiness in 
your arms out into that space we breathe; maybe birds 
will feel the air thinning as they fly deeper into themselves. 
 
Yes, Springs needed you. Many stars 
waited for you to see them. A wave 
that had broken long ago swelled toward you, 
or when you walked by an open window, a violin 
gave itself. All that was your charge. 
But could you live up to it? Weren’t you always 
distracted by hope, as if all this promised 
you a lover? (Where would you have hidden her, 
with all those strange and heavy thoughts 
flowing in and out of you, often staying overnight?) 
When longing overcomes you, sing about great lovers; 
their famous passions still aren’t immortal enough. 
You found that the deserted, those you almost envied, 
could love you so much more than those you loved. 
Begin again. Try out your impotent praise again; 
think about the hero who lives on: even his fall 
was only an excuse for another life, a final birth. 

(continue without stanza break) 
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But exhausted nature draws all lovers back 
into herself, as if there weren’t the energy 
to create them twice. Have you remembered 
Gaspara Stampa well enough? From that great love’s 
example, any girl deserted by her lover 
can believe: “If only I could be like her!” 
Shouldn’t our ancient suffering be more 
fruitful by now? Isn’t it time our loving freed  
us from the one we love and we, trembling, endured: 
as the arrow endures the string, and in that gathering momentum 
becomes more than itself. Because to stay is to be nowhere. 
 
Voices, voices. My heart, listen as only 
saints have listened: until some colossal 
sound lifted them right off the ground; yet, 
they listened so intently that, impossible 
creatures, they kept on kneeling. Not that you could 
endure the voice of God! But listen to the breathing, 
the endless news growing out of silence, 
rustling toward you from those who died young. 
Whenever you entered a church in Rome or Naples, 
didn’t their fate always softly speak to you? 
Or an inscription raised itself to reach you, 
like that tablet in Santa Maria Formosa recently. 
What do they want from me? That I gently wipe away 
the look of suffered injustice sometimes 
hindering the pure motion of spirits a little. 
 
It’s true, it’s strange not living on earth 
anymore, not using customs you hardly learned, 
not giving the meaning of a human future 
to roses and other things that promise so much; 
no longer being what you used to be 
in hands that were always anxious, 
throwing out even your own name like a broken toy. 
It’s strange not to wish your wishes anymore. Strange 
to see the old relationships now loosely fluttering 
in space. And it’s hard being dead and straining 
to make up for it until you can begin to feel 
a trace of eternity. But the living are wrong 
to make distinctions that are too absolute. 
Angels (they say) often can’t tell whether 
they move among the living or the dead. 
The eternal torrent hurls all ages through 
both realms forever and drowns out their voices in both. 
 
At last, those who left too soon don’t need us anymore; 

(continue without stanza break) 
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we’re weaned from the things of this earth as gently 
as we outgrow our mother’s breast. But we, who need 
such great mysteries, whose source of blessed progress 
so often is our sadness—could we exist without them? 
Is the story meaningless, how once during the lament for Linos, 
the first daring music pierced the barren numbness, 
and in that stunned space, suddenly abandoned 
by an almost godlike youth, the Void first felt 
that vibration which charms and comforts and helps us now? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Duino Elegies and The Sonnets to Orpheus, 1977, Houghton Mifflin Company Boston. 
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THE EXACT MOMENT OF HIS DEATH 
 Sharon Olds 
 
 
When he breathed his last breath, it was he, 
my father, although he was so transformed 
no one who had not been with him 
for the last hour would know him—the skin 
now physical as animal fat, 
the eyes cast halfway back into his head, 
the nose thinned, the mouth racked open, 
with that tongue in it like the fact of the mortal, 
a tongue so dried, scalloped, darkened 
and material. We could see the fluid 
risen into the back of his mouth 
but it was he, the huge, slack arms, 
the spots of blood under the skin 
black and precise, we had come this far with him 
step by step, it was he, his last 
breath was his, not taken with desire 
but his, light as a milkweed seed, 
coming out of his mouth and floating across the room. 
And when the nurse listened for his heart, 
and his stomach was silvery, it was his stomach, 
when she did not shake her head but stood and  
nodded at me, for a moment it was fully 
he, my father, dead but completely 
himself, a man with an open mouth and 
black spots on his arms. He looked like 
someone killed in a bloodless struggle— 
the strain in his neck and the base of his head, 
as if he were violently pulling back. 
He seemed to be holding still, then the skin 
tightened slightly around his whole body 
as if the purely physical were claiming him, 
and then it was not my father, 
it was not a man, it was not an animal, 
I ran my hand slowly through the hair, 
lifted my fingers up through the grey 
waves of it, the unliving glistening 
matter of this world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Father, 1992, Alfred A. Knopf. 
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ANTI-ELEGY 
 Cameron Awkward-Rich 
 
 
She was: 
33, bullet. 
35, bullet. 
20, bullet. 
25, stabbed to death & run over by a car. 
66 blade. 
22 bullet. 
17 fist. 
36 blade. 
blade. 
blade. 
bullet. 
bullet. 
bullet 
stone 
found dead in a field 
overdose 
bullet 
unknown 
rope 
stone 
stone 
bullet 
oncoming traffic 
his own good hands… 
  
  
… 
  
  
& it becomes a kind of music, doesn’t it? 
Senseless litany, field of roses, blood red 
upturned skirts. I open my mouth & here, 
the pith of me. Here, a flock of names, a girl 
spilling out onto the street. 
  
  
… 
  
  
The trouble with elegy 
is that it asks the dead 
to live, it calls them back. 

(continue without stanza break) 
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& who am I to say rise? 
Walk again among those 
who could not bear 
the sight of you? Your body. 
Your one good dress. 
Today, someone will walk into the night 
& then become it. Someone’s heart 
will crowd with beloved ghosts 
& who am I to say, dance 
with me here a little longer? Never mind 
the bloodshed darling, never mind. 
Never mind. 
  
  
… 
  
  
Once, a man said mine 
& a woman became an empty room. 
Once, a man said mine 
& the ocean split & the endless passage. 
Once, a man said mine 
& there’s a genocide – 
how strange. To make the world 
with language. To wield desire 
as a weapon. To watch one nation burn 
& another rise up at your feet. 
Once, a girl looked in the mirror 
& called herself, said my name is 
said I am / I am & a man said 
mine / mine / mine 
  
  
… 
  
  
I have so many questions: 
Who are 
What does 
Why 
How does it feel to 
I’m sorry, I just think 
I 
And, define 
I’m sorry 
Your anger 
You’re afraid of 

(continue without stanza break) 
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Can fear be 
Define 
knife 
Define 
Fear is 
Please 
Forgive 
me       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Rumpus, April 2019.  
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CHILDLESSNESS 
 Henri Cole 
 
 
For many years I wanted a child 
though I knew it would only illuminate life 
for a time, like a star on a tree; I believed 
that happiness would at last assert itself, 
like a bird in a dirty cage, calling me, 
ambassador of flesh, out of the rough 
locked ward of sex. 
                      Outstretched on my spool bed, 
I am like a groom, alternately seeking fusion 
with another and resisting engulfment by it. 
A son's love for his mother is like a river 
dividing the continent to reach the sea: 
I believed that once. When you died, Mother, 
I was alone at last. And then you came back, 
dismal and greedy like the sea, to reclaim me. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: The Atlantic, Nov. 1997.  
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 LATE RIPENESS 
 Czesław Miłosz 
 
 
Not soon, as late as the approach of my ninetieth year, 
I felt a door opening in me and I entered 
the clarity of early morning. 
 
One after another my former lives were departing, 
like ships, together with their sorrow. 
 
And the countries, cities, gardens, the bays of seas 
assigned to my brush came closer, 
ready now to be described better than they were before. 
 
I was not separated from people, 
grief and pity joined us. 
We forget—I kept saying—that we are all children of the King. 
 
For where we come from there is no division 
into Yes and No, into is, was, and will be. 
 
We were miserable, we used no more than a hundredth part 
of the gift we received for our long journey. 
 
Moments from yesterday and centuries ago— 
a sword blow, the painting of eyelashes before a mirror 
of polished metal, a lethal musket shot, a caravel 
staving its hull against a reef—they dwell in us, 
waiting for a fulfillment. 
 
I knew, always, that I would be a worker in the vineyard, 
as are all men and women living at the same time, 
whether they are aware of it or not. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: New and Collected Poems: 1931–2001, Harper Collins.   
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ELEGY [“I THINK THE RIVER BY NOW MUST BE THICK”] 
 Natasha Trethewey 
 
 

For my father 
 

I think by now the river must be thick 
        with salmon. Late August, I imagine it 
 
as it was that morning: drizzle needling 
        the surface, mist at the banks like a net 
 
settling around us—everything damp 
        and shining. That morning, awkward 
 
and heavy in our hip waders, we stalked 
        into the current and found our places— 
 
you upstream a few yards and out 
        far deeper. You must remember how 
 
the river seeped in over your boots 
        and you grew heavier with that defeat. 
 
All day I kept turning to watch you, how 
        first you mimed our guide’s casting 
 
then cast your invisible line, slicing the sky 
        between us; and later, rod in hand, how 
 
you tried—again and again—to find 
        that perfect arc, flight of an insect 
 
skimming the river’s surface. Perhaps 
        you recall I cast my line and reeled in 
 
two small trout we could not keep. 
        Because I had to release them, I confess, 
 
I thought about the past—working 
        the hooks loose, the fish writhing 
 
in my hands, each one slipping away 
        before I could let go. I can tell you now 
 
that I tried to take it all in, record it 
        for an elegy I’d write—one day— 

(continue with stanza break) 
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when the time came. Your daughter, 
        I was that ruthless. What does it matter 
 
if I tell you I learned to be? You kept casting 
        your line, and when it did not come back 
 
empty, it was tangled with mine. Some nights, 
        dreaming, I step again into the small boat 
 
that carried us out and watch the bank receding— 
        my back to where I know we are headed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Thrall, 2012, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.  
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FROM THE FIRST, THE BODY WAS DIRT 
 Camille T. Dungy 
 
 

For T.S. 
 
Whose hands touched, first, the head 
of the penis, the shaft? 
 
And was it soft 
                          or shale?  More rock 
than clay. 
 
And who pinched first 
into their place the small cups 
at the base of the ass? 
 
                                        Who was it 
got down there, on whose knees, 
and blew— 
                         and was that passion 
or panic, the machine that drove 
those exhalations? 
                                        —and how 
could we rate the power of that 
breath—breeze or gale or a whisper 
like the song the little boy sings 
to the beetle, 
                         whose small legs moved in tune 
like his legs, the legs on that first body, must have 
moved, if they did move, when 
                                                       the dust settled. 
 
In my mind everything’s become enormous. 
 
But was it ever small like that, the first body? 
 
Did it ever sit close to the ants and their piles 
of dirt from which that body had come? 
You were a small boy once, I suppose. 
 
You were dirty from the start.   
 
You showed me how to use a cock ring, 
and why. 
                         How, without ever paying 
for a room, to spend two weeks in any city. 

(continue without stanza break) 
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How two men could fuck 
and continue to face each other 
directly 
             —took my body and showed me, 
my back on a table, my knees by my head.   
Stretched me 
                         into seeing you were more than a dog. 
 
You must be dead by now, though I don’t know 
whose hands prepared you. 
 
                                                      Whose fingers 
fingered, for the final time, 
all that dark and kinky hair? 
 
If the first body was made of dirt, 
in order to plumb the hollow 
of that first throat, whose thumb 
first lodged inside the hinge 
of that first mouth to force it open? 
 
To make the tongue, so it could work, 
who shoved inside that mouth 
the shit of a hundred thousand worms? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Poetry, December 2011. 


