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22

Poets at Work

When we read a poem aloud, whether an anonymous nursery rhyme such as “Jack and Jill went up a hill” or a work by one of the great names, the words seem so right, so inevitable, that it is hard to believe they did not flow easily. Reading, say, Keats’s “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer” (page 747), we may think that he must have sat down and simply let the words stream from his pen. And certainly Keats himself emphasized spontaneity: In a letter he says, “If poetry comes not as naturally as leaves to a tree it had better not come at all.” Yet Keats’s manuscripts indicated that he revised his work heavily, so heavily that some of the manuscripts are almost indecipherable. Probably William Butler Yeats was speaking for all poets when he said (in a poem called “Adam’s Curse”) that a poem must seem spontaneous but is the result of hard work:

      A line will take us hours maybe;

Yet if it does not seem a moment’s thought,

Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.

In this chapter we give the following material:

1. ‑Three versions of a poem by Yeats.

2. ‑Two versions of a poem by Cathy Song, introduced by her comment.

3. ‑Two versions of a poem by Walt Whitman.

4. ‑Two versions of a poem by Donald Justice.

Walt Whitman

Walt Whitman (1819–1892) was born in a farmhouse in rural Long Island, New York, but was brought up in Brooklyn, then an independent city in New York. He attended public school for a few years (1825–1830), apprenticed as a printer in the 1830s, and then worked as a typesetter, journalist, and newspaper editor. In 1855 he published the first edition of a collection of his poems, Leaves of Grass, a book that he revised and published in one edition after another throughout the remainder of his life. During the Civil War he served as a volunteer nurse for the Union army.

In the third edition of Leaves of Grass (1860) Whitman added two groups of poems, one called “Children of Adam” and the other (named for an aromatic grass that grows near ponds and swamps) called “Calamus.” “Children of Adam” celebrates heterosexual relations, whereas “Calamus” celebrates what Whitman called “manly love.” Although many of the “Calamus” poems seem clearly homosexual, perhaps the very fact that Whitman published them made them seem relatively innocent; in any case, those nineteenth-century critics who condemned Whitman for the sexuality of his writing concentrated on the poems in “Children of Adam.”

Enfans d’Adam, number 9 
[1860]
[Leaves of Grass, 1860 edition]

Once, I passed through a populous city, imprinting my brain, for

  future use, with its shows, architecture, customs and traditions;

Yet now, of all that city, I remember only a woman I casually met

  there, who detained me for love of me,
4
Day by day and night by night we were together,—All else has long

  been forgotten by me,

I remember I say only that woman that passionately clung to me,

Again we wander—we love—we separate again,
8
Again she holds me by the hand—I must not go!

I see her close beside me, with silent lips, sad and tremulous.

Donald Justice

Donald Justice was born in Miami, Florida, in 1925, attended local schools there, and graduated from the University of Miami in 1945. Many of his poems focus on his experiences in Florida and in Georgia, where he spent the summers during the 1930s, living on his grandparents’ farm. Justice’s books include A Donald Justice Reader (1991) and Collected Poems (2004). He died in 2004. Elsewheres
[2004]
South
North
Waiting Room

The long green shutters are drawn.
Already it is midsummer
Reading the signs,

Against what parades?
In the Sweden of our lives.
We learn to expect—

Closing our eyes to the sun,
The peasants have joined hands,
The trains late,

We try to imagine
They are circling the haystacks.
The machines out of order.

The darkness of an interior
We watch from the veranda.
We learn what it is

In which something still might happen:
We sit, mufflered,
To stare out into space.

The razor lying open
Humming the tune in snatches
Great farms surround us,

On the cool marble washstand,
Under our breath.
Squares of a checkerboard.

The drip of something—is it water?—
We tremble sometimes,
Taking our places, we wait,

Upon stone floors.
Not with emotion.
We wait to be moved.

U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing


1. ‑What was your response to the title, “Elsewheres,” when you first encountered it? How did your response change after you read and studied the three poems?


2. ‑What is your response to “South”? Did you find you responded to it differently after you read “North”? How would your response change if “North” came first and “South” second?


3. ‑Do you think that “South” and “North” could stand together effectively as a pair? What does “Waiting Room” contribute to our experience of “Elsewheres” as a whole?


4. ‑Poets are often encouraged to make good use of specific details. Circle the details in these poems and comment on their significance. What is their relationship to the parts of the poems that you did not circle?


5. ‑Is Justice seeking to teach us something through these three poems? Please explain.


6. ‑Imagine that Justice had chosen to print the three poems of “Elsewheres” vertically on the page. Would that make a difference in our response? Notice that in the manuscript, the poems are presented vertically.


7. ‑What is your response to the manuscript page we have included, with its markings and jottings? In your view, which kind of poem is likely to be better, one that has been revised a great deal or one that has been revised hardly at all? When you read a poem, can you tell whether it has been revised? Is there a poem in this book that you feel needs further revision? Please identify it and explain your response. 

Cathy Song

Cathy Song, born in Honolulu in 1955 of a Chinese-American mother and a Korean-American father, holds a bachelor’s degree from Wellesley College and a master’s degree in creative writing from Boston University. She is the author of three books of poems, the first of which, Picture Bride (1983), was the winner in the Yale Series of Younger Poets. She has also won the Hawaii Award for Literature, and the Shelley Memorial Award from the Poetry Society of America.

Here we print a draft of an untitled poem, and the final version, now titled “Out of Our Hands.” Ms. Song has kindly provided us with a comment on the origins of the poem:

“Out of Our Hands” was written for the poet Wing Tek Lum. Long before Wing Tek and I became friends, I had already encountered his work. The poem is informed by our friendship; my abiding respect for the poet is deepened by my affection for the man. Knowing the reality of his warm humanity allowed me to imagine the poem in a larger context—what I had felt in his poems was present and true—and in a sense, when I first encountered his work, I was ready to receive the “seeds of a language / I needed to know.” I was ready for this poet who had something to teach me.

The sense of magic and transformation is alive and well in the poem because his poems, his presence allowed that to happen with me. The images of birds and flight, children and language have everything to do with the way gifts are given and received—serendipitous and yet, there are no coincidences. When a poem is written there is someone out there waiting to read it, to have the gift descend, touch you like a leaf, a feather, a letter written just for you.
Out of Our Hands
[1994]
—for Wing Tek Lum

Out of a hat

on a piece of paper

someone once gave me your name.
3
Your name flew

out of my hand,

the black letters
6
dismantling the air

above the school.

I watched the letters
9
form the bird

seeds of a language

I needed to know,
12
a language borrowed

from the children I taught

who shivered in borrowed coats.
15
Toward evening they scattered

outside the school,

red-bricked and torn
18
on the edge of Chinatown.

I watched them disappear

into their lives,
21
undisciplined like starlings,

they disappeared

in the broken shoes of the wind.
24
One day your name

came back

in a poem you were
27
writing in another city,

a poem you were determined

to write for the rest of your life.
30
The poem a subversive act.

The poem about being Chinese,

skin the glorious color of chicken fat.
33
William Butler Yeats:

“Leda and the Swan” (three versions)

William Butler Yeats (1865–1939) was born in Dublin, Ireland. The early Yeats was much interested in highly lyrical, romantic poetry, often drawing on Irish mythology. The later poems, from about 1910 (and especially after Yeats met Ezra Pound in 1911), are often more colloquial. Although these later poems often employ mythological references, too, one feels that the poems are more down-to-earth. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1923.

According to Greek mythology, Zeus fell in love with Leda, disguised himself as a swan, and ravished her. Among the offspring of this union were Helen and Clytemnestra. Paris abducted Helen, causing the Greeks to raze Troy; Clytemnestra, wife of Agamemnon, murdered her husband on his triumphant return to Greece. Yeats saw political significance in the myth of beauty and war engendered by a god; but, as he tells us, when he was composing “Leda and the Swan” the political significance evaporated:

After the individualistic, demagogic movements, founded by Hobbes and popularized by the Encyclopaedists and the French Revolution, we have a soil so exhausted that it cannot grow that crop again for centuries. Then I thought “Nothing is now possible but some movement, or birth from above, preceded by some violent annunciation.” My fancy began to play with Leda and the Swan for metaphor, and I began this poem, but as I wrote, bird and lady took such possession of the scene that all politics went out of it.

The first version of the poem, titled “Annunciation,” is from a manuscript dated 18 September 1923; the second version was printed in a magazine, June 1924; the third version, first published in his Collected Poems of 1933, is Yeats’s final one. But this third version had been almost fully achieved by 1925; the 1933 version differs from the 1925 version only in two punctuation marks: The question marks at the ends of lines 6 and 8 in the latest version were, in 1925, respectively, a comma and a semicolon.

Annunciation
[1923]
Now can the swooping Godhead have his will

Yet hovers, though her helpless thighs are pressed

By the webbed toes; and that all powerful bill

Has suddenly bowed her face upon his breast,
4
How can those terrified vague fingers push

The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?

All the stretched body’s laid on that white rush

And feels the strange heart beating where it lies
8
A shudder in the loins engenders there

The broken wall, the burning roof and tower

And Agamemnon dead . . .

        Being so caught up
12
Did nothing pass before her in the air?

Did she put on his knowledge with his power

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop.

Leda and the Swan
[1924]
A rush, a sudden wheel, and hovering still

The bird descends, and her frail thighs are pressed

By the webbed toes, and that all-powerful bill

Has laid her helpless face upon his breast
4
How can those terrified vague fingers push

The feathered glory from her loosening thighs!

All the stretched body’s laid on the white rush

And feels the strange heart beating where it lies;
8
A shudder in the loins engenders there

The broken wall, the burning roof and tower

And Agamemnon dead.

        Being so caught up,
12
So mastered by the brute blood of the air,

Did she put on his knowledge with his power

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?

Leda and the Swan
[1933]
A sudden blow: the great wings beating still

Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed

By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,

He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.
4
How can those terrified vague fingers push

The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?

And how can body, laid in that white rush,

But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?
8
A shudder in the loins engenders there

The broken wall, the burning roof and tower

And Agamemnon dead.

        Being so caught up,
12
So mastered by the brute blood of the air,

Did she put on his knowledge with his power

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?

 Walt Whitman    
Walt Whitman, 1860 manuscript, for the poem “Once I Passed Through a Populous City,” included in the “Enfans d’Adam” (Children of Adam) section of Leaves of Grass (1860 ed.). The extensive markings on this page, some of them in dark ink, and others in light pencil, show that Whitman revised this poem carefully. Notice, for example, that Whitman wrote and crossed out both “great” and “populous” and then seemed to settle on the word “celebrated,” only to write (barely visible in the upper right corner) “populous” again, which became his final choice for the phrase “a populous city.” Note, too, the changes in gender from “only a man” and “that youth” (crossed out) and “one rude and ignorant man” to—in the published poem—“that woman” and “she holds me.” 
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Song’s draft for “Out of Our Hands.” 
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Yeats’s first drafts of “Leda and the Swan,” 1923. 
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