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Introduction

An introduction might be a kind of envoi: Go little book out into the world and wheedle your way into the lives of strangers like a stray kitten. However, a selected poems is not little; and Go big fat book out into the world and impose upon strangers like a loose elephant, lacks appeal. An introduction could be an apologia, but how redundant when the poems already coax, lecture, lull, seduce, exhort, denounce. As a poet I am bound to the attempt to capture in amber the mayflies of the moment and render them into the only jewels I have to give you. I guess I will settle for saying what I imagine I am doing.

Usually the voice of the poems is mine. Rarely do I speak through a mask or persona. The experiences, however, are not always mine, and although my major impulse to autobiography has played itself out in poems rather than novels, I have never made a distinction in working up my own experience and other people’s. When I am writing, I’m not aware of the difference, to be honest. I suppose that is why I have never considered myself a confessional poet. In either case I am often pushing the experience beyond realism.

I imagine that I speak for a constituency, living and dead, and that I give utterance to energy, experience, insight, words flowing from many lives. I have always desired that my poems work for others. “To be of use” is the title of one of my favorite poems and one of my best-known books—now out of print as a result of the Thor decision by the IRS to tax publisher’s backlists.

What I mean by being of use is not that the poems function as agitprop or are didactic, although some of them are. I have no more hesitation than Pope or Hesiod did to write in that mode as well as in many others. The notion that poetry with a conscious rather than an unconscious politics is impermissible or impure is a modern heresy of advantage only to those who like just fine the way things are going. We are social animals and we live with and off and on each other. You would have had great trouble explaining to Sophocles, Virgil, Catullus, Chaucer, Dryden, Wordsworth, Shelley, Arnold, Whitman, Blake, Goethe, that poetry refers only to other poetry and that poets are strange and special people who have no social connections, social interests, social duties.

What I mean by useful is simply that readers will find poems that speak to and for them, will take those poems into their lives and say them to each other and put them up on the bathroom wall and remember bits and pieces of them in stressful or quiet moments. That the poems may give voice to something in the experience of a life has been my intention. To find ourselves spoken for in art gives dignity to our pain, our anger, our lust, our losses. We can hear what we hope for and what we most fear, in the small release of cadenced utterance. We have few rituals that function for us in the ordinary chaos of our lives.

Although I love the work of many other poets and am always reading it and being moved by it and seeing new kinds of poems to write and new openings through the work of others, although I criticize poetry, I am not a poet who writes primarily for the approval or attention of other poets. When they like my work, I am very pleased, but poets are not my primary constituency. Poetry is too important to keep to ourselves. One of the oldest habits of our species, poetry is powerful in aligning the psyche. A poem can momentarily integrate the different kinds of knowing of our different and often warring levels of brain, from the reptilian part that recognizes rhythms and responds to them up through the mammalian centers of the emotions, from symbolic knowing as in dreams to analytical thinking, through rhythms and sound and imagery as well as overt meaning. A poem can momentarily heal not only the alienation of thought and feeling Eliot discussed, but can fuse the different kinds of knowing and for at least some instants weld mind back into body seamlessly.

Knopf has published my last three volumes of poetry. My editor, Nancy Nicholas, is extremely understanding about what I try to do with each collection. Each book is an artifact and the poems in it are placed in a particular order to work as a whole as well as individually. I may love a poem and judge it excellent and yet hold it out of book after book until at last it finds its appropriate niche. However, Nancy said to me, Establish your canon thus far with this book. That I cannot do. I have left out poems I know are favorites of readers and of critics and poems I respect as well as any here. I have merely tried to select an appropriate number of poems from each volume with some kind of balance of the various sorts I have written.

I have made minor changes in some, and a very few I have substantially altered. The minor changes are mostly an image, a line, a redundancy of which I have become aware over the years of saying these poems to audiences. Occasionally I am correcting an old typo that had corrupted the written text.

The poems I have rewritten are those, generally early ones, where I fudged. One poem, “Bronchitis on the 14th floor,” I changed for publication into a monogamous poem. It was about the sense of being taken care of by three men while I was sick—the basic imagery of them as large strong animals (bears, horses pulling a troika) while I was extremely and vulnerably ill. I had always felt the poem under the printed poem, and suspected that the official version was weakened by being rendered conventionally.

With “Breaking Camp,” for instance, the prevailing patriarchal mode encouraged me to write a dishonest poem. Basically it intended to be a sursum corda of sorts, written at a time I was becoming more and more involved in SDS and the antiwar movement and we were moving from protest to resistance. I wrote the poem with the male being the leader because that was how it was supposed to be. I was basically arguing we had to live differently and be prepared to take more risks, but I cast it as if I were giving in to my husband’s insistence. Without that paraphernalia of imitation compliance, the poem is shorter, cleaner, more powerful. A kind of coyness enforced by rigid sex roles used to hurt women’s work, and that poem was one of the places in my output I find it.

Except for some apprentice and overly literary work in Breaking Camp, and even including a fair number of poems from that, my first volume, my work is of a piece. I can do more and try more, but the voice is the same voice. If there is a change of substance, I would say it followed upon my moving from New York to Wellfleet after having lived in the center of cities my whole life. I moved because of bad health, so I could go on breathing, but the settling here had unexpected results for me.

I live here in Wellfleet in many ways like a peasant—a middle peasant—on a couple of acres where we grow all our own vegetables and some fruit and freeze, dry, pickle, can, root-cellar the surplus for the whole year. I fell in love with the land, in its fragility and fruitfulness, and I fell in love with this landscape. There is something of Michigan here that connects with early childhood visits in the car out from Detroit into heaven, whether heaven was two weeks in a rented cottage on a muddy lake with a rowboat, or Sundays at Lucy and Lon’s tenant farm, where they would kill a chicken for us to take back as our big treat.

But the ocean, the salt- and fresh-water marshes, the sky and the light fascinate me too. I have sunk roots and I am really happy only when I am here. I know the city—it is bred into me, and for thirty-six years I knew nothing else summer and winter. Most of the year I spend a couple of days every week in Boston. Living in Wellfleet, I have learned a whole new language of the natural world that I am part of, and that knowledge has changed and enriched my work.

I have readers who love my poems about the Cape, about zucchini and lettuce and tomatoes, and simply skip or tune out the poems about an old working-class woman lying in a nursing home or about nuclear power. Then I have readers who love the poems they call feminist or political, but ask me why I write about blue heron and oak trees.

I have to confess, for me it is all one vision. There are occasional poems where I try to tie it all together, like “A gift of light.” “The lunar cycle” does that on another, less individual, more complex level. Although I consider that cycle very, very important in the body of my work, I have included only a few of those poems here, since it forms the second half of my most recent book, The Moon Is Always Female.

I have included poems in this volume in a very long line, in a very short line, in a line that hovers around iambic pentameter or tetrameter, in verse paragraphs, in undifferentiated columns, in stanzas. I haven’t put any rhymed poems into this collection, although once in a great while I do work in rhyme. If I rhyme, I mostly do so in the center of lines rather than on the end, where to my ear it sticks out and chimes.

Since every time I put together a collection, I leave out as much as I put in, this is very much a selection of a small piece of a number of selections. I apologize if your favorite poem is not here. Some of mine are also missing.



Marge Piercy               

Wellfleet, Massachusetts

1981                           



From BREAKING CAMP




Kneeling at the pipes


Princely cockroach, inheritor,

I used to stain the kitchen wall with your brothers,

flood you right down the basin.

I squashed you underfoot, making faces.

I repent.

I am relieved to hear somebody

will survive our noises.

Thoughtlessly I judged you dirty

while dropping poisons and freeways and bombs

on the melted landscape.

I want to bribe you

to memorize certain poems.

My generation too craves posterity.

Accept this dish of well aged meat.

In the warrens of our rotting cities

where those small eggs

round as earth wait,

spread the Word.




Visiting a dead man on a summer day


In flat America, in Chicago,

Graceland cemetery on the German North Side.

Forty feet of Corinthian candle

celebrate Pullman embedded

lonely raisin in a cake of concrete.

The Potter Palmers float

in an island parthenon.

Barons of hogfat, railroads and wheat

are postmarked with angels and lambs.




But the Getty tomb: white, snow patterned

in a triangle of trees swims dappled with leaf shadow,

sketched light arch within arch

delicate as fingernail moons.




The green doors should not be locked.

Doors of fern and flower should not be shut.

Louis Sullivan, I sit on your grave.

It is not now good weather for prophets.

Sun eddies on the steelsmoke air like sinking honey.




On the inner green door of the Getty tomb

(a thighbone’s throw from your stone)

a marvel of growing, blooming, thrusting into seed:

how all living wreathe and insinuate

in the circlet of repetition that never repeats:

ever new birth never rebirth.

Each tide pool microcosm spiraling from your hand.




Sullivan, you had another five years

when your society would give you work.

Thirty years with want crackling in your hands.

Thirty after years with cities

flowering and turning grey in your beard.




All poets are unemployed nowadays.

My country marches in its sleep.

The past structures a heavy mausoleum

hiding its iron frame in masonry.

Men burn like grass

while armies grow.




Thirty years in the vast rumbling gut

of this society you stormed

to be used, screamed

no louder than any other breaking voice.

The waste of a good man

bleeds the future that’s come

in Chicago, in flat America,

where the poor still bleed from the teeth,

housed in sewers and filing cabinets,

where prophets may spit into the wind

till anger sleets their eyes shut,

where this house that dances the seasons

and the braid of all living

and the joy of a man making his new good thing

is strange, irrelevant as a meteor,

in Chicago, in flat America

in this year of our burning.




Girl in white


Don’t think

because her petal thighs

leap and her slight

breasts flatten

against your chest

that you warm her

alligator mind.

In August

her hand of snow

rests on your back.

Follow her through the mirror.

My wan sister.

Love is a trap

that would tear her

like a rabbit.




Noon of the sunbather


The sun struts over the asphalt world

arching his gaudy plumes till the streets smoke

and the city sweats oil under his metal feet.

A woman nude on a rooftop lifts her arms:




“Men have swarmed like ants over my thighs,

held their Sunday picnics of gripe and crumb,

the twitch and nip of all their gristle traffic.

When will my brain pitch like a burning tower?

Lion, come down! explode the city of my bones.”




The god stands on the steel blue arch and listens.

Then he strides the hills of igniting air,

straight to the roof he hastens, wings outspread.

In his first breath she blackens and curls like paper.

The limp winds of noon disperse her ashes.




But the ashes dance. Each ashfleck leaps at the sun.




A valley where I don’t belong


The first cocks begin clearing the throat of morning—

Who’s that walking up on Pettijean mountain?—

rasping their brass cries from outflung necks

as they dig their spurs in the clammy cellar air.

Windows upon the mountain trap the first light.

Their bronze and copper plumage is emerging

from the pool of dusk. Lustily they drill the ear

with a falsetto clangor strident as mustard

raising alarm  I  I  I  live  I  live!




I stand with a damp wind licking my face

outside this shabby motel where a man snores

who is tiring of me so fast my throat parches

and I twist the hem of my coat thinking of it.




“The rooster, or cock, is a symbol of male sexuality,”

the instructor said, elucidating Herrick.

You stuck me with spiky elbow and matchspurt glance.

We were eighteen: we both were dancers in the woods,

you a white doe leaping with your Brooklyn satyr.

Bones and sap, I rode in the mothering earth

tasting the tough grass and my dear’s salty mouth,

open and swept, in a gale of dark feathers.




We owned the poems they taught us, Leda and Europa.

We struck the earth with our heels and it pivoted,

sacred wood of blossoming crab and hanging snake,

wet smoke close to the grass and a rearing sun.




That fruit has fallen. You were burned like a Greek

just before the last solstice, but without games.

I was not there. For a long while I hadn’t been.




Now you are my literary ghost.

I with broken suitcase and plump hips, about

to be expelled from this man to whom I’m bound

by the moist cord of want and the skeins of habit,

a hitchhiker in the hinterland of Ozarks.




You hardened to an edge that slashed yourself

while I have eased into flesh and accommodation.

The cry of the mouse shrill and covetous in my fingers,

I cannot keep my hands from anything.

My curiosity has been a long disaster.

I fear myself as once I feared my mother.

Still I know no more inexorable fact

than that thin red leap of bone: I live, I live.

I and my worn symbols see up the sun.




S. dead


You were unreasonably kind

three different years

and unasked defended me

in public squabble.

I praised a poem.

Gently drunk, you

gave me it.

I never saw you

again. Three

tooth yellow pages.

The fossil fern tracery

of kindness unearned

as death.




Day like a grey sponge

the car spun out in mud.

My head broke the windshield:

long streamered impact star.

When Robert pulled me out

waking I asked

who he was. Later

I pissed blood and screamed,

I rehearsed your act.




Your face is gone, and now

what will they

do with your poems?

Both poems and cars:

artifacts that move.

Loss of control smashes.

Skill looks organic.

But poems do not

(outside of Gaelic)

kill: or save.




There’s nothing

of you here,

only words moving

from anger at waste

from an itch

sorry, self seeking

from bowels and breath

entering a longer arc

than the car that killed you

toward oblivion.




Hallow Eve with spaces for ghosts


The joy of wax teeth,

to run masked through crackling bat black streets

a bag on the arm heavy with penny bars,

licorice, popcorn balls, suckers.

I knew that when I was grown out of me into glory,

doors would open every night to a reign of sugar,

into my cupped hands patter of kisses and coins.

When the last porch lights doused at the end of streets

I drifted home with stray glutted skeletons

to count over all I’d begged and for once got.




The pumpkins and pasteboard bones bore me.

I brush past tinseled children. The night

is low and noisy with a reddish neon glare

yet still a holy night ancient and silly.

My hands itch.

I light a candle and yawn, kicking the table,

but though I wait with meal and honey

no ghosts rise.




Lovers manage without ritual or the worn bits

mumbled over their hairiness damage nothing.

Birth is fat and has rooms.

But the dead sink like water into the ground.

While we are brushing our teeth a friend dies.

A month later someone tells us in a bar.

By the time we believe, everybody is embarrassed.

Then, then, we have to start wearing him out

month after month wearing down

till there’s a hole where he used to be in the mind.




My nothings, grey lambs I count on my back,

shriveled sea deep babies, why can’t

one night be allowed for adding postscripts,

urgent burrowing footnotes to frozen business?

Help the Poor! Utterly robbed, how could people

pray to their dead? You whom we slip over

our minds occasionally like costumes.

Don’t chip off my mural. Please prune my roses.




Now it is late and cold. The wind

twiddles leaves into rattling gutter dervishes.

The last lost witch has gone home

complaining of too much popcorn, not enough love.

Put the dolls of the dead back in their box:

they do not know

you have been talking to their faces.




Landed fish


Danny dead of heart attack,

mid-forties, pretzel thin

just out of the pen for passing bad checks.

He made it as he could

and the world narrowed on him,

aluminum funnel of hot California sky.




In family my mother tells a story.

My uncle is sitting on the front steps,

it is late in the Depression,

my brother has dropped out of school.

Somehow today they got staked and the horses ran.

My uncle sits on the rickety front steps

under wisteria pale mauve and littering scent.

I climb in his lap: I say

This is my Uncle Danny, I call him Donald for short,

oh how beautiful he is,

he has green eyes like my pussycat.

A Good Humor man comes jingling and Danny carries me

to buy a green ice on a stick,

first ice burning to sweet water on the tongue

in the long Depression

with cornmeal and potatoes and beans in the house to eat.




This story is told by my mother

to show how even at four I was cunning.

Danny’s eyes were milky blue-green,

sea colors I had never known.

The eyes of my cat were yellow. I was lying

but not for gain, mama. I squirm on his lap,

I am tangling my hands in his fiberglass hair.

The hook is that it pleases him

and that he is beautiful on the steps laughing

with money in the pockets of his desperate George Raft pants.

His eyes flicker like leaves,

his laugh breaks in his throat to pieces of sun.




Three years and he will be drafted and refuse to fight.

He will rot in stockade. He will swing an ax on his foot:

the total dropout who believed in his own luck.

I am still climbing into men’s laps

and telling them how beautiful they are.

Green ices are still brief and wet and sweet.

Laughing, Danny leaves on the trolley with my brother.

He is feeling lucky, their luck is running

—like smelt, Danny—and is hustled clean

and comes home and will not eat boiled mush.

Late, late the wall by my bed shakes with yelling.




Fish, proud nosed conman, sea eyed tomcat:

you are salted away in the dry expensive California dirt

under a big neon sign shaped like a boomerang

that coaxes Last Chance   Stop Here   Last Chance.




A few ashes for Sunday morning


Uproot that burning tree of lightning struck veins.

Spine, wither like a paper match.




I’m telling you, this body could bake bread,

heat a house, cure rheumatic pains,

warm at least a bed.




Green wood won’t catch

but I held against my belly a green stone

frog colored with remorse and oozing words

pressed to me till the night was fagged and wan.




Reek of charred hair clotting in my lungs.

My teeth are cinders,

cured my lecherous tongue.

Only me burnt, and warmed:

no one.




Concerning the mathematician


In the livingroom you are someplace else like a cat.

You go fathoms down into abstraction

where the pressure and the cold would squeeze the juice from my tissues.

The diving bell of your head descends.

You cut the murk and peer at luminous razorthin creatures who peer back,

creatures with eyes and ears sticking out of their backsides

lit up like skyscrapers or planes taking off.

You are at home, you nod, you take notes and pictures.

You surface with a matter-of-fact pout,

obscene and full of questions and shouting for supper.

You talk to me and I get the bends.

Your eyes are bright and curious as robins

and your hands and your chest where I lay my head are warm.
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