
 

 

Ars Poetica by Archibald Macleish 

 

A poem should be palpable and mute 
As a globed fruit, 

 
Dumb 

As old medallions to the thumb, 
 

Silent as the sleeve-worn stone 
Of casement ledges where the moss has grown— 

 
A poem should be wordless 

As the flight of birds. 
 

                 * 
 

A poem should be motionless in time  

As the moon climbs, 
 

Leaving, as the moon releases 
Twig by twig the night-entangled trees, 

 
Leaving, as the moon behind the winter leaves,  

Memory by memory the mind— 
 

A poem should be motionless in time  
As the moon climbs. 

 
                  * 

 
A poem should be equal to: 

Not true. 

 
For all the history of grief 

An empty doorway and a maple leaf. 
 

For love 
The leaning grasses and two lights above the sea— 

 
A poem should not mean 

But be. 

  

 



 

Introduction to Poetry     

by Billy Collins  

 

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. 
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Catch 

Two boys uncoached are tossing a poem together,  

Overhand, underhand, backhand, sleight of hand, everyhand,  

Teasing with attitudes, latitudes, interludes, altitudes,  

High, make him fly off the ground for it, low, make him stoop,  

Make him scoop it up, make him as-almost-as possible miss it,  

Fast, let him sting from it, now, now fool him slowly,  

Anything, everything tricky, risky, nonchalant,  

Anything under the sun to outwit the prosy,  

Over the tree and the long sweet cadence down,  

Over his head, make him scramble to pick up the meaning,  

And now, like a posy, a pretty one plump in his hands. 

Robert Francis 



Beware: Do Not Read This Poem 

by Ishmael Reed  

tonite, thriller was 

about an old woman, so vain she 

surrounded herself with 

many mirrors  

it got so bad that finally she 

locked herself indoors & her 
whole life became the 

mirrors  

one day the villagers broke 

into her house, but she was too 
swift for them. she disappeared 

into a mirror 

each tenant who bought the house 

after that, lost a loved one to 

the old woman in the mirror: 

first a little girl 

then a young woman 

then the young woman's husband  

the hunger of this poem is legendary 

it has taken in many victims 

back off from this poem 

it has drawn in your feet 

back off from this poem 

it has drawn in your legs  

back off from this poem 

it is a greedy mirror 
you are into this poem. from 

the waist down 

nobody can hear you can they? 

this poem has had you up to here 

belch 

this poem aint got no manners 

you cant call out from this poem 

relax now & go with this poem  

move & roll on to this poem 

do not resist this poem 

this poem has your eyes 

this poem has his head 

this poem has his arms 

this poem has his fingers 

this poem has his fingertips  

this poem is the reader & the 
reader the poem  

statistic: the US bureau of missing persons re- 

 ports that in 1968 over 100,000 people 

 disappeared leaving no solid clues 

   nor trace     only 

  

a space     in the lives of their friends  

 



 

 

 

kidnap poem 

by Nikki Giovanni  

ever been kidnapped 

by a poet 

if i were a poet 

i'd kidnap you 

put you in my phrases and meter 

you to jones beach 

or maybe coney island 

or maybe just to my house 

lyric you in lilacs 

dash you in the rain 

blend into the beach 

to complement my see 

play the lyre for you 

ode you with my love song 

anything to win you 

wrap you in the red Black green 

show you off to mama 

yeah if i were a poet i'd kid 

nap you  
 



 

 

Poetry  Marianne Moore, 1887 - 1972 

I, too, dislike it: there are things that are important beyond 

      all this fiddle. 

   Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one 

      discovers in 

   it after all, a place for the genuine. 

      Hands that can grasp, eyes 

      that can dilate, hair that can rise 

         if it must, these things are important not because a 

 

high-sounding interpretation can be put upon them but because 

      they are 

   useful. When they become so derivative as to become 

      unintelligible, 

   the same thing may be said for all of us, that we 

      do not admire what 

      we cannot understand: the bat 

         holding on upside down or in quest of something to  

 

eat, elephants pushing, a wild horse taking a roll, a tireless 

      wolf under 



   a tree, the immovable critic twitching his skin like a horse 

      that feels a flea, the base- 

   ball fan, the statistician-- 

      nor is it valid 

         to discriminate against “business documents and 

 

school-books”; all these phenomena are important. One must make 

      a distinction 

   however: when dragged into prominence by half poets, the 

      result is not poetry, 

   nor till the poets among us can be 

     “literalists of 

      the imagination”--above 

         insolence and triviality and can present 

 

for inspection, “imaginary gardens with real toads in them," 

      shall we have 

   it. In the meantime, if you demand on the one hand, 

   the raw material of poetry in 

      all its rawness and 

      that which is on the other hand 

         genuine, you are interested in poetry. 



 

 

Poetry Anonymous 

Prageeta Sharma 

Do not fall in love with a poet 

they are no more honest than a stockbroker. 

 

(Do you have a stockbroker? If you do,  

your poet is with you because you have one.)  

 

If you think that they are more sensitive because they care about language 

pay attention to how they use language. 

Are you included? Are you the “you”? 

 

Or are you a suggestion? 

Are you partially included as a suggestion?  

 

        Are you partially excluded because you are a concept  

        in some jewel-like nouns, almost throwaway, 

        yet a perfect resemblance?  

 

        How does narcissism  



        assist you, who is also the object of desire? 

        Do you become the tour-de-force?   

 

        Consider that poem’s vagueness doesn’t account for your complexity 

        and the epithets don’t suffice, you are not “one who is a horse-drawn carriage”  

        nor are you a “sparrow with hatchet.”  

 

Perhaps they quote Mallarme when taking you to bed,  

carefully confusing you with their charm and faux-chastity. 

 

All this before voracious body-pressing. 

The lovemaking is confusing until, you remember, they said something: 

 

thus spake the dreamboat, your poet, alarmingly announces during climax: 

 

I spend my fires with the slender rank of prelate 

 

and then fierce withdrawal with a rush of perseverance to flee. 

 

You are mistaken if language furthers your devotion. 

You are a fallen person now. 

They care more about “you” than for you (you, the real person you). 



 

Line after line, a private, unmediated act done to you with confusing abandon,  

flailing in its substance, however deceptive. 

 

It will enhance your own directionlessness,  

you will be harmed.  

 

You cannot mediate it with caress.  

 

Do you think because they understand what meaning looks like,  

they have more meaning than others?  

They are the protectors of feeling, mere protectors: earnest?  

        No. They are protectors of the flawed, 

        filling zones of bereftness.  

        The aftermath of pleasure. A contested zone for all.   

 

What about the lawyer who loves the law?  

Isn’t he just a poet with a larger book— 

the way they protect and subject language  

to sense-making?  

 

A kind of cognitive patternization.  



 

Ultimately, both undertake the hijacking of language,  

they won’t love you the way 

you are; it’s in this inability to love—  

unless you embody the poem—  

you embody the law and its turn of phrase. 

Unless you see the poet clearly: loving utterance,  

an unadulterated utterance—seized and insular.  

 

You must entice with otherness. 

        You must catch the poem as a muse does.  

You must muse and muse and muse.  

 

In thralldom to encounters that stand in for sexual ones,  

we terrorize with sense-making,  

 

it stands in for intimacy.  

 

It stands in and suggests that all other kinds of feelings  

and declarations yield to it. 

 

It will move you if you ask for permission  



to exist within its confines, 

and you move the poet toward you and you hold the poet’s head, 

wrapping your arms around it  

strapped in your wordless hold, but soon words do come  

 

and in the trailing off of speech, you will be permanently lost. 

 


