
    
    
      
        [image: [Image]]
      

    

  Table of Contents
Title Page

Table of Contents

Copyright

•ADVICE TO A PROPHET 
AND OTHER POEMS• 
(1961)

Two Voices in a Meadow

Advice to a Prophet

Stop

Junk

Loves of the Puppets

A Summer Morning

A Hole in the Floor

Jorge Guillén: The Horses

Jorge Guillén: Death, from a Distance

She

Gemini

The Undead

October Maples, Portland

Eight Riddles from Symphosius

Shame

A Grasshopper

Salvatore Quasimodo: 
The Agrigentum Road

The Aspen and the Stream

A Fire-Truck

Someone Talking to Himself

In the Smoking-Car

Ballade for the Duke of Orléans

Gérard de Nerval: Antéros

To Ishtar

Pangloss's Song: A Comic-Opera Lyric

Two Quatrains for First Frost

Another Voice

Moliére: TARTUFFE, Act I, Scene 4

Fall in Corrales

Next Door

A Christmas Hymn

Notes

•THINGS OF THIS WORLD• 
(1956)

Altitudes

Love Calls Us to the Things of This World

Sonnet

Piazza di Spagna, Early Morning

John Chrysostom

A Black November Turkey

Mind

After the Last Bulletins

Lamarck Elaborated

A Plain Song for Comadre

Merlin Enthralled

A Voice from under the Table

The Beacon

Statues

Looking into History

Charles Baudelaire: L'Invitation au Voyage

Digging for China

Francis Jammes: A Prayer to Go to Paradise with the Donkeys

Philippe de Thaun: The Pelican

Apology

Paul Valéry: Helen

Beasts

Exeunt

Marginalia

Boy at the Window

Speech for the Repeal of the McCarran Act

All These Birds

A Baroque Wall-Fountain in the Villa Sciarra

An Event

A Chronic Condition

The Mill

For the New Railway Station in Rome

•CEREMONY 
AND OTHER POEMS• 
(1950)

Then

Conjuration

"A World Without Objects Is a Sensible Emptiness"

The Pardon

Part of a Letter

La Rose des Vents

Epistemology

Castles and Distances

Museum Piece

Ode to Pleasure

In the Elegy Season

Marché aux Oiseaux

Juggler

Parable

The Good Servant

Pity

The Sirens

Year's End

The Puritans

Grasse: The Olive Trees

The Avowal

The Gifts

Five Women Bathing in Moonlight

The Terrace

A Problem from Milton

A Glance from the Bridge

Clearness

Games One

Games Two

Beowulf

Still, Citizen Sparrow

Wellfleet: The House

The Death of a Toad

Driftwood

A Courtyard Thaw

Lament

Flumen Tenebrarum

From the Lookout Rock

To an American Poet Just Dead

Giacometti

He Was

A Simile for Her Smile

Ceremony

•THE BEAUTIFUL CHANGES 
AND OTHER POEMS• 
(1947)

Cigales

Water Walker

Tywater

Mined Country

Potato

First Snow in Alsace

On the Eyes of an SS Officer

Place Pigalle

Violet and Jasper

The Peace of Cities

The Giaour and the Pacha

Up, Jack

In a Bird Sanctuary

June Light

A Song

The Walgh-Vogel

The Melongene

Objects

A Dutch Courtyard

My Father Paints the Summer

Folk Tune

Sun and Air

Two Songs in a Stanza of Beddoes'

The Waters

Superiorities

A Simplification

A Dubious Night

L'Etoile

Sunlight Is Imagination

&

O

The Regatta

Bell Speech

Poplar, Sycamore

Winter Spring

Attention Makes Infinity

Grace

Lightness

For Ellen

Caserta Garden

Praise in Summer

The Beautiful Changes

Notes

Books By Richard Wilbur

About the Author

Footnotes


 Copyright © 1963, 1961, 1960, 1959, 1958, 1957, 1956, 1955, 1953, 1952, 1950,1949,1948, 1947 by Richard Wilbur

 


Copyright renewed 1987, 1986, 1985, 1984, 1983, 1981, 1980, 1978, 1977, 1976,1975 by Richard Wilbur

 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

 


For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 215 Park Avenue South, New York, New York 10003.

 


www.hmhbooks.com

 


"Beasts," "A Prayer to Go to Paradise with the Donkeys," and "The Pelican" appeared in A Bestiary, by Richard Wilbur, copyright, 1955, by Pantheon Books, Inc.

 


The poems "Grasse: The Olive Trees," "Year's End," "Juggler," "Clearness," "The Sirens," "In the Elegy Season," "Boy at the Window," "The Beacon," "Exeunt" (originally published under the title "Exodus"), "Merlin Enthralled," "After the Last Bulletins," "A Black November Turkey," "All These Birds," "A Baroque Wall-Fountain in the Villa Sciarra," Loves of the Puppets," "Two Voices in a Meadow," "Someone Talking to Him-self," "A Fire-Truck," "Advice to a Prophet," "A Grasshopper," "Two Quatrains for First Frost," "In the Smoking-Car," "A Summer Morning," "October Maples, Portland," "Stop," "Ballade for the Duke of Orléans," "Next Door," "The Undead," "A Hole in the Floor," and "The Aspen and the Stream" appeared originally in The New Yorker. Other poems appeared originally in Accent, American Letters, The American Scholar, Atlantic Monthly, Audience, Beloit Poetry Journal, Between Worlds, Botteghe Oscure, Chicago Choice, Foreground, Furioso, Harvard Advocate, Hopkins Review, Hudson Review, Imagi, Inventario, Junior Bazaar, Kenyan Review, Mandrake, The Nation, New Directions No. 10, Nimbus, Origin, Paris Review, Partisan Review, Poetry, Poetry New York, Poetry Quarterly (London), Quagga, Quarterly Review of Literature, Trinity College Review, Spectrum, Tiger's Eye, Transatlantic Review, Virginia Quarterly, and Wake.

 


The Library of Congress has cataloged the print edition as follows:

ISBN 0-15-672251-8

 


eISBN 978-0-544-10895-0

v1.1112


 •ADVICE TO A PROPHET 

AND OTHER POEMS• 

(1961)

FOR LILLIAN HELLMAN




 Two Voices in a Meadow


A Milkweed

 


Anonymous as cherubs

Over the crib of God,

White seeds are floating

Out of my burstpod.

What power had I

Before I learned to yield?

Shatter me, great wind:

I shall possess the field.



A Stone

 


As casual as cow-dung

Under the crib of God,

I lie where chance would have me,

Up to the ears in sod.

Why should I move? To move

Befits a light desire.

The sill of Heaven would founder,

Did such as I aspire.



 Advice to a Prophet

When you come, as you soon must, to the streets of our city,

Mad-eyed from stating the obvious,

Not proclaiming our fall but begging us

In God's name to have self-pity,


 


Spare us all word of the weapons, their force and range.

The long numbers that rocket the mind;

Our slow, unreckoning hearts will be left behind,

Unable to fear what is too strange.


 


Nor shall you scare us with talk of the death of the race.

How should we dream of this place without us?—

The sun mere fire, the leaves untroubled about us,

A stone look on the stone's face?


 


Speak of the world's own change. Though we cannot conceive

Of an undreamt thing, we know to our cost

How the dreamt cloud crumbles, the vines are blackened

      by frost,

How the view alters. We could believe,


 


If you told us so, that the white-tailed deer will slip

Into perfect shade, grown perfectly shy,

The lark avoid the reaches of our eye,

The jack-pine lose its knuckled grip


 


On the cold ledge, and every torrent burn

As Xanthus once, its gliding trout

Stunned in a twinkling. What should we be without

The dolphin's arc, the dove's return,


 



 These things in which we have seen ourselves and spoken?

Ask us, prophet, how we shall call

Our natures forth when that live tongue is all

Dispelled, that glass obscured or broken


 


In which we have said the rose of our love and the clean

Horse of our courage, in which beheld

The singing locust of the soul unshelled,

And all we mean or wish to mean.


 


Ask us, ask us whether with the worldless rose

Our hearts shall fail us; come demanding

Whether there shall be lofty or long standing

When the bronze annals of the oak-tree close.



 Stop

In grimy winter dusk

We slowed for a concrete platform;

The pillars passed more slowly;

A paper bag leapt up.


 


The train banged to a standstill.

Brake-steam rose and parted.

Three chipped-at blocks of ice

Sprawled on a baggage-truck.


 


Out in that glum, cold air

The broken ice lay glintless,

But the truck was painted blue

On side, wheels, and tongue,


 


A purple, glowering blue

Like the phosphorus of Lethe

Or Queen Persephone's gaze

In the numb fields of the dark.



 Junk

                                  Huru Welandes

                                                  worc ne geswiceð

                                  monna anigum

                                                  ðara ðe Mimming can

                                  heardne gehealdan.

                                                        WALDERE


 


An axe angles

                          from my neighbor's ashcan;

It is hell's handiwork,

                                the wood not hickory,

The flow of the grain

                                not faithfully followed.

The shivered shaft

                        rises from a shellheap

Of plastic playthings,

                                paper plates,

And the sheer shards

                            of shattered tumblers

That were not annealed

                                for the time needful.

At the same curbside,

                            a cast-off cabinet

Of wavily-warped

                        unseasoned wood

Waits to be trundled

                                in the trash-man's truck.


Haul  them off! Hide them!

                                The heart winces

For junk and gimcrack,

                    for jerrybuilt things

And the men who make them

                                 for a little money,

Bartering pride

                        like the bought boxer

Who pulls his punches,

                            or the paid-off jockey

Who in the home stretch

                            holds in his horse.

Yet the things themselves

                            in thoughtless honor

Have kept composure,

                  like captives who would not

Talk under torture.

                Tossed from a tailgate

Where the dump displays

                                  its random dolmens,

Its black barrows

             and blazing valleys,

They shall waste in the weather

                                toward what they were.

The sun shall glory

                  in the glitter of glass-chips,

Foreseeing the salvage

                            of the prisoned sand,

And the blistering paint

                                peel off in patches,

That the good grain

                    be discovered again.


Then burnt, bulldozed,

                                they shall all be buried

To the depth of diamonds,

                                      in the making dark

Where halt Hephaestus

                                keeps his hammer

And Wayland's work

                          is worn away. 



 Loves of the Puppets

Meeting when all the world was in the bud,

Drawn each to each by instinct's wooden (ace,

These lovers, heedful of the mystic blood,

Fell glassy-eyed into a hot embrace.


 


April, unready to be so intense.

Marked time while these outstripped the gentle weather.

Yielded their natures to insensate sense,

And flew apart the more they came together.


 


Where did they fly? Why, each through such a storm

As may be conjured in a globe of glass

Drove on the colder as the flesh grew warm,

In breathless haste to be at lust's impasse,


 


To cross the little bridge and sink to rest

In visions of the snow-occluded house

Where languishes, unfound by any quest,

The perfect, small, asphyxiated spouse.


 


That blizzard ended, and their eyes grew clear,

And there they lay exhausted yet unsated;

Why did their features run with tear on tear,

Until their looks were individuated?


 


One peace implies another, and they cried

For want of love as if their souls would crack,

Till, in despair of being satisfied,

They vowed at least to share each other's lack.


 



 Then maladroitly they embraced once more,

And hollow rang to hollow with a sound

That tuned the brooks more sweetly than before,

And made the birds explode for miles around.



 A Summer Morning

Her young employers, having got in late

From seeing friends in town

And scraped the right front fender on the gate,

Will not, the cook expects, be coming down.


 


She makes a quiet breakfast for herself.

The coffee-pot is bright,

The jelly where it should be on the shelf.

She breaks an egg into the morning light,


 


Then, with the bread-knife lifted, stands and hears

The sweet efficient sounds

Of thrush and catbird, and the snip of shears

Where, in the terraced backward of the grounds,


 


A gardener works before the heat of day.

He straightens for a view

Of the big house ascending stony-gray

Out of his beds mosaic with the dew.


 


His young employers having got in late,

He and the cook alone

Receive the morning on their old estate.

Possessing what the owners can but own.



 A Hole in the Floor

for René Magritte


 


The carpenter's made a hole

In the parlor floor, and I'm standing

Staring down into it now

At four o'clock in the evening,

As Schliemann stood when his shovel

Knocked on the crowns of Troy.


 


A clean-cut sawdust sparkles

On the grey, shaggy laths,

And here is a cluster of shavings

From the time when the floor was laid.

They are silvery-gold, the color

Of Hesperian apple-parings.


 


Kneeling, I look in under

Where the joists go into hiding.

A pure street, faintly littered

With bits and strokes of light,

Enters the long darkness

Where its parallels will meet.


 


The radiator-pipe

Rises in middle distance

Like a shuttered kiosk, standing

Where the only news is night.

Here it's not painted green,

As it is in the visible world.


 



 For God's sake, what am I after?

Some treasure, or tiny garden?

Or that untrodden place,

The house's very soul,

Where time has stored our footbeats

And the long skein of our voices?


 


Not these, but the buried strangeness

Which nourishes the known:

That spring from which the floor-lamp

Drinks now a wilder bloom,

Inflaming the damask love-seat

And the whole dangerous room.



 Jorge Guillén: The Horses

Shaggy and heavily natural, they stand

Immobile under their thick and cumbrous manes,

Pent in a barbed enclosure which contains,

By way of compensation, grazing-land.


 


Nothing disturbs them now. In slow increase

They fatten like the grass. Doomed to be idle,

To haul no cart or wagon, wear no bridle,

They grow into a vegetable peace.


 


Soul is the issue of so strict a fate.

They harbor visions in their waking eyes,

And with their quiet ears participate

In heaven's pure serenity, which lies

So near all things—yet from the beasts concealed.

Serene now, superhuman, they crop their field.



 Jorge Guillén: Death, from a Distance

Je soutenais l'éclat

de la mort toute pure.

VALÉRY


 


When that dead-certainty appals my thought,

My future trembles on the road ahead.

There where the light of country fields is caught

In the blind, final precinct of the dead,

A wall takes aim.

                But what is sad, stripped bare

By the sun's gaze? It does not matter now,—

Not yet. What matters is the ripened pear

That even now my hand strips from the bough.


 


The time will come: my hand will reach, some day,

Without desire. That saddest day of all,

I shall not weep, but with a proper awe

For the great force impending, I shall say.

Lay on, just destiny. Let the white wall

Impose on me its uncapricious law.



 She

What was her beauty in our first estate

When Adam's will was whole, and the least thing

Appeared the gift and creature of his king,

How should we guess? Resemblance had to wait


 


For separation, and in such a place

She so partook of water, light, and trees

As not to look like any one of these.

He woke and gazed into her naked face.


 


But then she changed, and coming down amid

The flocks of Abel and the fields of Cain,

Clothed in their wish, her Eden graces hid,

A shape of plenty with a mop of grain,


 


She broke upon the world, in time took on

The look of every labor and its fruits.

Columnar in a robe of pleated lawn

She cupped her patient hand for attributes,


 


Was radiant captive of the farthest tower

And shed her honor on the fields of war,

Walked in her garden at the evening hour,

Her shadow like a dark ogival door,


 


Breasted the seas for all the westward ships

And, come to virgin country, changed again—

A moonlike being truest in eclipse,

And subject goddess of the dreams of men.


 



 Tree, temple, valley, prow, gazelle, machine,

More named and nameless than the morning star,

Lovely in every shape, in all unseen,

We dare not wish to find you as you are,


 


Whose apparition, biding time until

Desire decay and bring the latter age,

Shall flourish in the ruins of our will

And deck the broken stones like saxifrage.



 Gemini


I

 


Because poor PUER's both unsure and vain,

Those who befriend him suffer his disdain,

While those who snub him gain his deference.

He loves his enemies, in a certain sense.



II

 


It is the power of Heaven to withdraw

Which fills PUELLA with religious awe.

She worships the remoteness of a wraith.

If God should die for her, she'd lose her faith.



 The Undead

    Even as children they were late sleepers,

Preferring their dreams, even when quick with monsters.

    To the world with all its breakable toys,

        Its compacts with the dying;


 


    From the stretched arms of withered trees

They turned, fearing contagion of the mortal,

    And even under the plums of summer

        Drifted like winter moons.


 


    Secret, unfriendly, pale, possessed

Of the one wish, the thirst for mere survival,

    They came, as all extremists do

        In time, to a sort of grandeur:


 


    Now, to their Balkan battlements

Above the vulgar town of their first lives,

    They rise at the moon's rising. Strange

        That their utter self-concern


 


    Should, in the end, have left them selfless:

Mirrors fail to perceive them as they float

    Through the great hall and up the staircase;

        Nor are the cobwebs broken.


 


    Into the pallid night emerging,

Wrapped in their flapping capes, routinely maddened

    By a wolf's cry, they stand for a moment

        Stoking the mind's eye


 



     With lewd thoughts of the pressed flowers

And bric-a-brac of rooms with something to lose,—

    Of love-dismembered dolls, and children

        Buried in quilted sleep.


 


    Then they are off in a negative frenzy,

Their black shapes cropped into sudden bats

    That swarm, burst, and are gone. Thinking

        Of a thrush cold in the leaves


 


    Who has sung his few summers truly,

Or an old scholar resting his eyes at last,

    We cannot be much impressed with vampires,

        Colorful though they are;


 


    Nevertheless, their pain is real,

And requires our pity. Think how sad it
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