
Lighthead's Guide to the Galaxy, Terrance Hayes 

 
Ladies and gentlemen, ghosts and children of the state, 
I am here because I could never get the hang of Time. 
This hour, for example, would be like all the others 
were it not for the rain falling through the roof. 
I’d better not be too explicit. My night is careless 
with itself, troublesome as a woman wearing no bra 
in winter. I believe everything is a metaphor for sex. 
Lovemaking mimics the act of departure, moonlight 
drips from the leaves. You can spend your whole life 
doing no more than preparing for life and thinking. 
"Is this all there is?" Thus, I am here where poets come 
to drink a dark strong poison with tiny shards of ice, 
something to loosen my primate tongue and its syllables 
of debris. I know all words come from preexisting words 
and divide until our pronouncements develop selves. 
The small dog barking at the darkness has something to say 
about the way we live. I’d rather have what my daddy calls 
“skrimp.” He says “discrete” and means the street 
just out of sight. Not what you see, but what you perceive: 
that’s poetry. Not the noise, but its rhythm; an arrangement 
of derangements; I’ll eat you to live: that’s poetry. 
I wish I glowed like a brown-skinned pregnant woman. 
I wish I could weep the way my teacher did as he read us 
Molly Bloom’s soliloquy of yes. When I kiss my wife, 
sometimes I taste her caution. But let’s not talk about that. 
Maybe Art’s only purpose is to preserve the Self. 
Sometimes I play a game in which my primitive craft fires 
upon an alien ship whose intention is the destruction 
of the earth. Other times I fall in love with a word 
like somberness. Or moonlight juicing naked branches. 
All species have a notion of emptiness, and yet 
the flowers don’t quit opening. I am carrying the whimper 
you can hear when the mouth is collapsed, the wisdom 
of monkeys. Ask a glass of water why it pities 
the rain. Ask the lunatic yard dog why it tolerates the leash. 
Brothers and sisters, when you spend your nights 
out on a limb, there’s a chance you’ll fall in your sleep. 

From Lighthead by Terrance Hayes 
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American Sonnet for My Past and Future Assassin, Terrance Hayes 
  
The black poet would love to say his century began 
With Hughes or, God forbid, Wheatley, but actually 
It began with all the poetry weirdos & worriers, warriors, 
Poetry whiners & winos falling from ship bows, sunset 
Bridges & windows. In a second I’ll tell you how little 
Writing rescues. My hunch is that Sylvia Plath was not 
Especially fun company. A drama queen, thin-skinned, 
And skittery, she thought her poems were ordinary. 
What do you call a visionary who does not recognize 
Her vision? Orpheus was alone when he invented writing. 
His manic drawing became a kind of writing when he sent 
His beloved a sketch of an eye with an X struck through it. 
He meant I am blind without you. She thought he meant 
I never want to see you again. It is possible he meant that, too. 
 
From American Sonnets for my Past and Future Assassins by Terrance Hayes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



For John, Who Begs Me Not to Enquire Further, Anne Sexton  
 
Not that it was beautiful, 
but that, in the end, there was 
a certain sense of order there; 
something worth learning 
in that narrow diary of my mind, 
in the commonplaces of the asylum 
where the cracked mirror 
or my own selfish death 
outstared me. 
And if I tried 
to give you something else, 
something outside of myself, 
you would not know 
that the worst of anyone 
can be, finally, 
an accident of hope. 
I tapped my own head; 
it was glass, an inverted bowl. 
It is a small thing 
to rage in your own bowl. 
At first it was private. 
Then it was more than myself; 
it was you, or your house 
or your kitchen. 
And if you turn away 
because there is no lesson here 
I will hold my awkward bowl, 
with all its cracked stars shining 
like a complicated lie, 
and fasten a new skin around it 
as if I were dressing an orange 
or a strange sun. 
Not that it was beautiful, 
but that I found some order there. 
There ought to be something special 
for someone 
in this kind of hope. 
This is something I would never find 
in a lovelier place, my dear, 
although your fear is anyone’s fear, 
like an invisible veil between us all… 
and sometimes in private, 



my kitchen, your kitchen, 
my face, your face. 
 
From To Bedlam and Part Way Back 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ARS POETICA WITH A PICK IN YOUR HAND, Shira Erlichman  

When the beans are piping hot & I want to keep them that way 
I cover the bowl with a bowl: a perfect circle. I’m not suggesting 

our future is inherently round. Rather, anything can be 
a roof. Remember when we first saw this place? A hole 

in the ceiling while it snowed. We had to scrub the whole place of roach 
shit. I painted this room myself & when my right hand went limp, zinging 

at the wrist from overuse, you washed every dish, finished whiting the ceiling. 
In this way, we keep the steam in. We split the last can of seltzer while outside 

strangers threaten to smack each other. I know how that ladder 
feels leant up against the stove—a lightbulb has to die 

for it to be born. My whole life, I was like that. 
Then, your hands. 

I serve you garlic-doused beans while the moon nickels 
the window & just for a minute, we glow with the purpose 

of ordinary things. Four flights down, someone knocks over 
a trashcan so it rolls into the street & the bus is 

already honking nonstop at a driver double-parked & blocking 
the night from happening. You free a dead bulb with a wrist’s twist 

& across the block, a stranger’s light flickers on, 
their kitchen manifests, a silhouette decides on olive oil 

or balsamic or wine, I can’t tell. But the body 
of it in their hand is as real 

as in mine, so I put the air to good use & run the bathwater 
thick as a book for you to bury your bones. Oh, 

every shape longs for correspondence, just as each lupine 
deserves its hummingbird. Where the world was once 

concepts, now it’s a shared tangerine that riddles 
our gums with gems. I accept 



no other religion. As I write this poem, you rake a comb 
against your skull. We 

argue the knots awake. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Ars Poetica? CZESLAW MILOSZ,  TRANSLATED BY CZESLAW MILOSZ AND LILLIAN 
VALLEE 

 

I have always aspired to a more spacious form    
that would be free from the claims of poetry or prose    
and would let us understand each other without exposing    
the author or reader to sublime agonies.    
 
In the very essence of poetry there is something indecent:    
a thing is brought forth which we didn’t know we had in us,    
so we blink our eyes, as if a tiger had sprung out    
and stood in the light, lashing his tail.    
 
That’s why poetry is rightly said to be dictated by a daimonion,    
though it’s an exaggeration to maintain that he must be an angel.    
It’s hard to guess where that pride of poets comes from,    
when so often they’re put to shame by the disclosure of their frailty.    
 
What reasonable man would like to be a city of demons,    
who behave as if they were at home, speak in many tongues,    
and who, not satisfied with stealing his lips or hand,    
work at changing his destiny for their convenience?    
 
It’s true that what is morbid is highly valued today,    
and so you may think that I am only joking    
or that I’ve devised just one more means    
of praising Art with the help of irony.    
 
There was a time when only wise books were read,    
helping us to bear our pain and misery.    
This, after all, is not quite the same    
as leafing through a thousand works fresh from psychiatric clinics.    
 
And yet the world is different from what it seems to be    
and we are other than how we see ourselves in our ravings. 
People therefore preserve silent integrity,    
thus earning the respect of their relatives and neighbors.    
 
The purpose of poetry is to remind us    
how difficult it is to remain just one person,    
for our house is open, there are no keys in the doors,    
and invisible guests come in and out at will. 
 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/czeslaw-milosz
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What I'm saying here is not, I agree, poetry,    
as poems should be written rarely and reluctantly,    
under unbearable duress and only with the hope    
that good spirits, not evil ones, choose us for their instrument. 
 
Berkeley, 1968 
From The Collected Poems 1931-1987 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Uses of Poetry, William Carlos Williams 

I've fond anticipation of a day 
O'erfilled with pure diversion presently, 
For I must read a lady poesy 
The while we glide by many a leafy bay, 
 
Hid deep in rushes, where at random play 
The glossy black winged May-flies, or whence flee 
Hush-throated nestlings in alarm, 
Whom we have idly frighted with our boat's long sway. 
 
For, lest o'ersaddened by such woes as spring 
To rural peace from our meek onward trend, 
What else more fit? We'll draw the latch-string 
 
And close the door of sense; then satiate wend, 
On poesy's transforming giant wing, 
To worlds afar whose fruits all anguish mend. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Poetry, Marianne Moore  

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 that there is 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 twinkling his skin like a horse that feels a flea, the base— 
   ball fan, the statistician—case after case 
      could be cited did 
      one wish it; 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 autocrats 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, in defiance of their opinion— 
   the raw material of poetry in 
      all its rawness, and 
      that which is on the other hand, 
         genuine, then you are interested in poetry. 
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Small Craft Talk Warning, Dean Young 

All poetry is about hope. 
A scarecrow walks into a bar. 
An abandoned space station falls to earth. 
When probing the monster’s brain, 
you’re probably probing your own. 
A beautiful woman becomes a ghost. 
I hope I never miscalculate the dosage 
that led to the infarction 
of my lab rabbit again. 
All poetry is a form of hope. 
Not certain, just actual 
like love and other traffic circles. 
I cried on that airplane too, 
midwest patchwork below 
like a board game on which 
mighty forces kick apart the avatars. 
I always wanted to be the racecar 
but usually ended up a thumbtack. 
When I was young, sitting in a tree 
counted as preparation and later 
maybe a little whoopie in the morgue. 
So go ahead, thaw the alien, break 
the pentagram but watch out for 
the institutional hood ornaments. 
It’s not a museum, it’s a hive. 
The blood may be fake 
but the bleeding’s not. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


