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Selected Poems: 1965–2005

‘Opening this book is like opening the sun. Let it warm you, thrill you, and shine a light on the dark places. Essential reading’

Joelle Taylor

‘Reading Oliver makes the difficult world we live in more bearable, even sweet. With great acuity and care, she creates poems in which rest and respite are possible for us all. I learnt from her devotion to language that everything – both sacred and mundane – is worthy of attention, which is to say, worthy of poetry’

Mary Jean Chan

‘This is a collection I will dip in and out of for the rest of my life. It will be cherished.’

Hollie McNish

‘It is no exaggeration to say that she gave me the blueprint, the road map, for the rest of my life. Mary Oliver taught me how to live’

Steven Petrow, The New York Times

‘Mary Oliver’s poetry is fine and deep; it reads like a blessing’

Stanley Kunitz

‘I learned from Mary Oliver how attention is a kind of love, how shining your mind’s light on a thing – a grasshopper, a bird, a tree – is a way of showing gratitude. I learned that poems do not need to be “difficult” to be intelligent, that poems can be both inspirational and investigative, that poems can be tender without being soft’

Maggie Smith

‘As an atheist, the poetry of Mary Oliver is the closest I come to prayer’

Andrew McMillan

‘One would have to reach back perhaps to John Clare or Christopher Smart to safely cite a parallel to Oliver’s lyricism or radical purification’

David Barber, Poetry
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For
Molly Malone Cook




FROM NO VOYAGE AND OTHER POEMS (1965)




No Voyage


I wake earlier, now that the birds have come

And sing in the unfailing trees.

On a cot by an open window

I lie like land used up, while spring unfolds.

Now of all voyagers I remember, who among them

Did not board ship with grief among their maps?–

Till it seemed men never go somewhere, they only leave

Wherever they are, when the dying begins.

For myself, I find my wanting life

Implores no novelty and no disguise of distance;

Where, in what country, might I put down these thoughts,

Who still am citizen of this fallen city?

On a cot by an open window, I lie and remember

While the birds in the trees sing of the circle of time.

Let the dying go on, and let me, if I can,

Inherit from disaster before I move.

O, I go to see the great ships ride from harbor,

And my wounds leap with impatience; yet I turn back

To sort the weeping ruins of my house:

Here or nowhere I will make peace with the fact.






The House


Because we lived our several lives

Caught up within the spells of love,

Because we always had to run

Through the enormous yards of day

To do all that we hoped to do,

We did not hear, beneath our lives,

The old walls falling out of true,

Foundations shifting in the dark.

When seedlings blossomed in the eaves,

When branches scratched upon the door

And rain came splashing through the halls,

We made our minor, brief repairs,

And sang upon the crumbling stairs

And danced upon the sodden floors.

For years we lived at peace, until

The rooms themselves began to blend

With time, and empty one by one,

At which we knew, with muted hearts,

That nothing further could be done,

And so rose up, and went away,

Inheritors of breath and love,

Bound to that final black estate

No child can mend or trade away.






Beyond the Snow Belt


Over the local stations, one by one,

Announcers list disasters like dark poems

That always happen in the skull of winter.

But once again the storm has passed us by:

Lovely and moderate, the snow lies down

While shouting children hurry back to play,

And scarved and smiling citizens once more

Sweep down their easy paths of pride and welcome.

And what else might we do? Let us be truthful.

Two counties north the storm has taken lives.

Two counties north, to us, is far away,–

A land of trees, a wing upon a map,

A wild place never visited, – so we

Forget with ease each far mortality.

Peacefully from our frozen yards we watch

Our children running on the mild white hills.

This is the landscape that we understand,–

And till the principle of things takes root,

How shall examples move us from our calm?

I do not say that it is not a fault.

I only say, except as we have loved,

All news arrives as from a distant land.






A Letter from Home


She sends me news of bluejays, frost,

Of stars and now the harvest moon

That rides above the stricken hills.

Lightly, she speaks of cold, of pain,

And lists what is already lost.

Here where my life seems hard and slow,

I read of glowing melons piled

Beside the door, and baskets filled

With fennel, rosemary and dill,

While all she could not gather in

Or hide in leaves, grows black and falls.

Here where my life seems hard and strange,

I read her wild excitement when

Stars climb, frost comes, and bluejays sing.

The broken year will make no change

Upon her wise and whirling heart;–

She knows how people always plan

To live their lives, and never do.

She will not tell me if she cries.

I touch the crosses by her name;

I fold the pages as I rise,

And tip the envelope, from which

Drift scraps of borage, woodbine, rue.






A Dream of Trees


There is a thing in me that dreamed of trees,

A quiet house, some green and modest acres

A little way from every troubling town,

A little way from factories, schools, laments.

I would have time, I thought, and time to spare,

With only streams and birds for company,

To build out of my life a few wild stanzas.

And then it came to me, that so was death,

A little way away from everywhere.

There is a thing in me still dreams of trees.

But let it go. Homesick for moderation,

Half the world’s artists shrink or fall away.

If any find solution, let him tell it.

Meanwhile I bend my heart toward lamentation

Where, as the times implore our true involvement,

The blades of every crisis point the way.

I would it were not so, but so it is.

Who ever made music of a mild day?






The Murderer’s House


Now small boys come to stare across the garden

Where flowers cast their petals day by day

Over the ground, and search the wind for winter,

And no one comes to chase the boys away.

This is a house of dark and mumbled fame.

Driving along at night, sometimes I’ve seen

A thin light burning deep within the rooms,

And thought how when the violent pass, how few

They leave to shed their tears upon the scene.

This is our failure, that in all the world

Only the stricken have learned how to grieve.

Safe in our cars, we pause along the highway

As one by one the leveling seasons fall;

And one by one we drive away, rejoicing

In such a distance as could strike us all.






Being Country Bred


Being country bred, I am at ease in darkness;

Like everything that thrives

In fields beyond the city’s keep, I own

Five wooden senses, and a sixth like water.

These things I know

Before they set their mark upon the earth:

Chinook and snow,

Mornings of frost in the well, of birth in the barns.

Sweet world,

Think not to confuse me with poems or love beginning

Without a sign or sound:

Here at the edge of rivers hung with ice

Spring is still miles away, and yet I wake

Throughout the dark, listen, and throb with all

Her summoning explosions underground.






The Swimming Lesson


Feeling the icy kick, the endless waves

Reaching around my life, I moved my arms

And coughed, and in the end saw land.

Somebody, I suppose,

Remembering the medieval maxim,

Had tossed me in,

Had wanted me to learn to swim,

Not knowing that none of us, who ever came back

From that long lonely fall and frenzied rising,

Ever learned anything at all

About swimming, but only

How to put off, one by one,

Dreams and pity, love and grace,–

How to survive in any place.






Morning in a New Land


In trees still dripping night some nameless birds

Woke, shook out their arrowy wings, and sang,

Slowly, like finches sifting through a dream.

The pink sun fell, like glass, into the fields.

Two chestnuts, and a dapple gray,

Their shoulders wet with light, their dark hair streaming,

Climbed the hill. The last mist fell away,

And under the trees, beyond time’s brittle drift,

I stood like Adam in his lonely garden

On that first morning, shaken out of sleep,

Rubbing his eyes, listening, parting the leaves,

Like tissue on some vast, incredible gift.






Swans on the River Ayr


Under the cobbled bridge the white swans float,

Slow in their perilous pride. Once long ago,

Led as a child along some Sunday lake,

I met these great birds, dabbling the stagnant shore.

We fed them bread from paper bags. They came,

Dipping their heads to take the stale slices

Out of our hands. Look! said the grownups, but

The child wept and flung the treacherous loaf.

Swans in a dream had no such docile eyes,

No humble beaks to touch a child’s fingers.

In Ayr I linger on the cobbled bridge

And watch the birds. I will not tamper with them,

These ailing spirits clipped to live in cities

Whom we have tamed and made as sad as geese.

All swans are only relics of those birds

Who sail the tideless waters of the mind;

Who traveled once the waters of the earth,

Infecting dreams, helping the child to grow;

And who for ages, seeing witless man

Deck the rocks with gifts to make them mild,

Sensed the disaster to their uncaught lives,

And streamed shoreward like a white armada

With heads reared back to strike and wings like knives.






The Return


The deed took all my heart.

I did not think of you,

Not till the thing was done.

I put my sword away,

And then no more the cold

And perfect fury ran

Along my narrow bones,

And then no more the black

And dripping corridors

Held anywhere the shape

That I had come to slay.

Then, for the first time,

I saw in the cave’s belly

The dark and clotted webs,

The green and sucking pools,

The rank and crumbling walls,

The maze of passages.

And I thought then

Of the far earth,

Of the spring sun

And the slow wind,

And a young girl.

And I looked then

At the white thread.

Hunting the minotaur

I was no common man

And had no need of love.

I trailed the shining thread

Behind me, for a vow,

And did not think of you.

It lay there, like a sign,

Coiled on the bull’s great hoof

And back into the world.

Half blind with weariness

I touched the thread and wept.

O, it was frail as air.

And I turned then

With the white spool

Through the cold rocks,

Through the black rocks,

Through the long webs,

And the mist fell,

And the webs clung,

And the rocks tumbled,

And the earth shook.

And the thread held.






On Winter’s Margin


On winter’s margin, see the small birds now

With half-forged memories come flocking home

To gardens famous for their charity.

The green globe’s broken; vines like tangled veins

Hang at the entrance to the silent wood.

With half a loaf, I am the prince of crumbs;

By time snow’s down, the birds amassed will sing

Like children for their sire to walk abroad!

But what I love, is the gray stubborn hawk

Who floats alone beyond the frozen vines;

And what I dream of are the patient deer

Who stand on legs like reeds and drink the wind;–

They are what saves the world: who choose to grow

Thin to a starting point beyond this squalor.






FROM THE RIVER STYX, OHIO AND OTHER POEMS (1972)




Hattie Bloom


She was, Grandfather said, a fly-by-night,

And did just what you’d guess her kind would do!

Listening behind the door, I thought of Hattie,

Who’d sailed the town trailing her silks like wings

And seemed to me as elegant and pale

As any night bird cruising in its feathers.

She’d made my uncle wild, that much I knew.

Though he was grown, he wept; though he was strong,

She taught him what it was to want and fail.

True to her kind! Grandfather said, and sneered.

A fly-by-night! Come to your senses, boy!

But it was months before my uncle turned

Back to the world, before his eyes grew mild;

And it was years before he loved again.

And what was I to think of such conclusions–

Pressed to the door, a small and curious child

Eavesdropping on the terrifying world

Of sons and fathers talking of their women?

I knew that Hattie Bloom had run away

The night before, gone like a gust of wind

On the night train, her perfumes like a veil

Left on the platform; and I knew somehow

The kind of life she lived – yet understood

That love, which made my gentle uncle wild,

Might also change a painted girl to gold.

The dream that smiled and trailed its silken wing

Was what my uncle grieved for; and I thought

The truth of love was that in truth, for him,

Lost Hattie Bloom became that perfect thing.






Spring in the Classroom


Elbows on dry books, we dreamed

Past Miss Willow Bangs, and lessons, and windows,

To catch all day glimpses and guesses of the greening woodlot,

Its secrets and increases,

Its hidden nests and kind.

And what warmed in us was no book-learning,

But the old mud blood murmuring,

Loosening like petals from bone sleep.

So spring surrounded the classroom, and we suffered to be kept indoors,

Droned through lessons, carved when we could with jackknives

Our pulsing initials into the desks, and grew

Angry to be held so, without pity and beyond reason,

By Miss Willow Bangs, her eyes two stones behind glass,

Her legs thick, her heart

In love with pencils and arithmetic.

So it went – one gorgeous day lost after another

While we sat like captives and breathed the chalky air

And the leaves thickened and birds called

From the edge of the world – till it grew easy to hate,

To plot mutiny, even murder. Oh, we had her in chains,

We had her hanged and cold, in our longing to be gone!

And then one day, Miss Willow Bangs, we saw you

As we ran wild in our three o’clock escape

Past the abandoned swings; you were leaning

All furry and blooming against the old brick wall

In the Art Teacher’s arms.






Alex


Where is Alex, keeper of horses?

Nobody knows.

He lived all year in the broken barn,

Dry summer stashed above the eaves.

Now that he’s gone, who grieves, who can,

For Alex of the tangled beard?

The soiled old man,

He chased my brother once,

Waving a rusty gun,

And he had hungry eyes

For money and the bottle.

Last week the town officials

Came in their gleaming trucks

And tore his old barn down,

And the last horse was sold,

And he wasn’t anywhere.

Well, maybe he’s in the madhouse,

And maybe he’s sleeping it off

Down at the edge of town,

Sprawled in a weedy bed,

Dreaming of horses and leather.

And maybe, with luck, he’s dead.






Learning About the Indians


He danced in feathers, with paint across his nose.

Thump, thump went the drum, and bumped our blood,

And sent a strange vibration through the mind.

White Eagle, he was called, or Mr White,

And he strutted for money now, in schoolrooms built

On Ohio’s plains, surrounded by the graves

Of all of our fathers, but more of his than ours.

Our teachers called it Extracurricular.

We called it fun. And as for Mr White,

Changed back to a shabby salesman’s suit, he called it

Nothing at all as he packed his drums, and drove,

Tires screeching, out of the schoolyard into the night.






Night Flight


Traveling at thirty thousand feet, we see

How much of earth still lies in wilderness,

Till terminals occur like miracles

To civilize the paralyzing dark.

Buckled for landing to a tilting chair,

I think: if miracle or accident

Should send us on across the upper air,

How many miles, or nights, or years to go

Before the mind, with its huge ego paling,

Before the heart, all expectation spent,

Should read the meaning of the scene below?

But now already the loved ones gather

Under the dome of welcome, as we glide

Over the final jutting mountainside,

Across the suburbs tangled in their lights,

And settled softly on the earth once more

Rise in the fierce assumption of our lives–

Discarding smoothly, as we disembark,

All thoughts that held us wiser for a moment

Up there alone, in the impartial dark.






Anne


The daughter is mad, and so

I wonder what she will do.

But she holds her saucer softly

And sips, as people do,

From moment to moment making

Comments of rain and sun,

Till I feel my own heart shaking–

Till I am the frightened one.

O Anne, sweet Anne, brave Anne,

What did I think to see?

The rumors of the village

Have painted you savagely.

I thought you would come in anger–

A knife beneath your skirt.

I did not think to see a face

So peaceful, and so hurt.

I know the trouble is there,

Under your little frown;

But when you slowly lift your cup

And when you set it down,

I feel my heart go wild, Anne,

I feel my heart go wild.

I know a hundred children,

But never before a child

Hiding so deep a trouble

Or wanting so much to please,

Or tending so desperately all

The small civilities.






Answers


If I envy anyone it must be

My grandmother in a long ago

Green summer, who hurried

Between kitchen and orchard on small

Uneducated feet, and took easily

All shining fruits into her eager hands.

That summer I hurried too, wakened

To books and music and circling philosophies.

I sat in the kitchen sorting through volumes of answers

That could not solve the mystery of the trees.

My grandmother stood among her kettles and ladles.

Smiling, in faulty grammar,

She praised my fortune and urged my lofty career.

So to please her I studied – but I will remember always

How she poured confusion out, how she cooled and labeled

All the wild sauces of the brimming year.






The Esquimos Have No Word for ‘War’


Trying to explain it to them

Leaves one feeling ridiculous and obscene.

Their houses, like white bowls,

Sit on a prairie of ancient snowfalls

Caught beyond thaw or the swift changes

Of night and day.

They listen politely, and stride away

With spears and sleds and barking dogs

To hunt for food. The women wait

Chewing on skins or singing songs,

Knowing that they have hours to spend,

That the luck of the hunter is often late.

Later, by fires and boiling bones

In steaming kettles, they welcome me,

Far kin, pale brother,

To share what they have in a hungry time

In a difficult land. While I talk on

Of the southern kingdoms, cannon, armies,

Shifting alliances, airplanes, power,

They chew their bones, and smile at one another.






Encounter


I lift the small brown mouse

Out of the path and hold him.

He has no more to say,

No lilt of feet to run on.

He’s cold, still soft, but idle.

As though he were a stone

I launch him from my hand;

His body falls away

Into the shadowed wood

Where the crackling leaves rain down,

Where the year is mostly over.

‘Poor creature,’ I might say,

But what’s the use of that.

The clock in him is broken.

And as for ceremony,

Already the leaves have swirled

Over, the wind has spoken.






Magellan


Like Magellan, let us find our islands

To die in, far from home, from anywhere

Familiar. Let us risk the wildest places,

Lest we go down in comfort, and despair.

For years we have labored over common roads,

Dreaming of ships that sail into the night.

Let us be heroes, or, if that’s not in us,

Let us find men to follow, honor-bright.

For what is life but reaching for an answer?

And what is death but a refusal to grow?

Magellan had a dream he had to follow.

The sea was big, his ships were awkward, slow.

And when the fever would not set him free,

To his thin crew, ‘Sail on, sail on!’ he cried.

And so they did, carried the frail dream homeward.

And thus Magellan lives, although he died.






Going to Walden


It isn’t very far as highways lie.

I might be back by nightfall, having seen

The rough pines, and the stones, and the clear water.

Friends argue that I might be wiser for it.

They do not hear that far-off Yankee whisper:

How dull we grow from hurrying here and there!

Many have gone, and think me half a fool

To miss a day away in the cool country.

Maybe. But in a book I read and cherish,

Going to Walden is not so easy a thing

As a green visit. It is the slow and difficult

Trick of living, and finding it where you are.
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