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Dear Teacher, 
 Hello!  My name is Kate Chadbourne and I’m a lover of poetry, a poet, a 

teacher, and a musician.  Thank you very much for considering including Songs of 

the Poets in your teaching and in your classroom.   

 

 In this booklet, you will find complete texts of the poems included on the 

CD, a short biography of each poet, a brief commentary on each poem, questions 

to spark discussion, suggested activities, and additional links and resources.  I hope 

you will feel free to use as much or as little of this as you wish, to photocopy 

freely, and to adapt or change anything as you see fit.  Each poem stands on its 

own page to make it easy to copy and share with your class. 

  

 My primary desire in this project is to connect more young people with 

poetry and what I think of as the poetry life.   

 

What is that poetry life?  It is a dynamic relationship with words and 

language, with creativity and expression, with specific poems and with poetry as a 

whole.  I want young people to know that all of this belongs to them, and that they, 

in turn, belong in that poetry life, on their own terms.  I am excited about what they 

will create from that perspective. 

 

Like you, I know that when I teach I sow seeds, some of which immediately 

take root and flourish, and others which seem to lie dormant.  Poetry offers us 

inspiration and help with so many useful areas:  vocabulary, nuance, expression, 

close reading and analysis, discourse and discussion, emotional intelligence, 

community, and freedom of speech.  In short, I believe that the seeds of poetry are 

worth sowing, and I am grateful to you for all your care and work in what promises 

to be a wonderful harvest! 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Kate Chadbourne 
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Frequently Asked Questions 

Why did you choose these poems?  Why not others? 
 

At some stage, I fell in love with every one of these poems.   They move my heart or intrigue my 

ear or tickle my mind - and often all at the same time.  They are not the only poems I love, but 

they are ones that stirred me up so much that I felt I needed to respond somehow in music.  They 

are also poems in which I could hear a melody or a rhythm, which is definitely not true for every 

poem.   

 

To be honest, sometimes it feels like these poems chose me as much as I chose them.  Here is a 

Youtube video I made about discovering one of the poems by accident, which led me to respond 

with music:   https://youtu.be/YaZOwpnFl58 
 

 

What do you hope we will do with these poems and songs? 

I'd be honored if you'd simply listen to them to see if they catch your interest.  Not every poem or 

song on the CD will spark you, I'm sure.  But there may be one or two that speak to you in a way 

that feels powerful or important to you.  If so, just take note and see what else might want to 

happen. 

 

Beyond listening and noting your own preference or interest, my hope is that you'll do two 

things: 

 

1. Claim poetry for yourself on your own terms.  It belongs to you.  Artful, quirky, lively, 

honest expression - creating it yourself or enjoying someone else's - is yours to do with as 

you like. 

 

2. Make something in response.  I believe poetry is better as a conversation than as a 

monologue.  Your response to a poem might be music as mine often is, but it also might be:  

a drawing, painting, doodle, Zentangle, sculpture, collage, journal page, banner, dance, song, 

rap, social movement, essay, story, something else entirely, or yes:  another poem! 
 

 

 

https://youtu.be/YaZOwpnFl58
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Why do you think poetry matters?  What do you like about 

it? 

First and foremost, I'm in it for the sheer delight.  I like artful language, I like rhythm, I like 

words that shock me a little, I like the surprises and the playfulness.  Sometimes there is soul-

stunning beauty.  Other times, it's light and quick - more of a sketch than a painting.  Some 

poems have given me wings, some have made me laugh, some have gotten under my skin and 

bugged me for days.  I love that scope.  Poetry offers a size and a depth perfect to hold just about 

any thought or feeling. 

 

That roominess links to another reason I love poetry:  freedom of expression.  Poetry lets us say 

what needs to be said, whether it's approved or not, invited or not.  I prize the breadth of 

experience that other people's poetry shares with me.  Reading poetry opens my eyes and ears to 

a diversity that includes ethnicity, religion, sexuality, class, race, and every other sort of category 

we use to describe ourselves, but also to a diversity of responses to life.  Encountering that 

diversity reminds me that anything is possible and also that I'm never truly alone. 

 

 

How do you put a poem to music? 

I can only share my own experience here as I'm sure each composer works in his or her own 

way.  But let me tell you how it often happens for me. 

 

Sometimes when I'm reading a poem I begin to feel agitated - as though I've just been asked a 

question whose answer is on the tip of my tongue but is still eluding me.  At some point, I 

recognize that I need to respond to it and so I take the poem to the piano.  I read it aloud many, 

many times.  I search for a chord that feels to me like the musical equivalent of the poem's mood.  

I begin to feel a rhythm that matches the poem's rhythm. 

 

Truth be told, I "mess with" the poem for a while.  I try out melodies, chord structures, and 

rhythms.  All the time I'm doing this, I'm also studying the poem and noticing more of its details 

and deep structure.  This part is essential.   

 

Sometimes all of this happens in a flash - as with "Na Cait a Bhí ag Fionn Mac Cumhaill" which 

I composed while feeding my cat breakfast one morning.  I already knew the poem by heart 

because I've been teaching it to my Irish language classes for several years.  As I was scooping 

Mish's "crunchies" into his dish, I heard the first lines and a melody came into my mind with no 

effort.  I put down the dish and trotted to the piano and the chords and accompaniment all came 

within a few moments.  Easy, right? 

 

That was not at all the case with "She Walks in Beauty."  I began working with that poem a 

decade ago but never got it to sound or feel the way I knew it could.  Every so often, I would try 
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again but nothing seemed to work.  It wasn't until I recognized the tenderness in the poem that 

my musical setting came alive.  I had been thinking of the poem as an extended pick-up line, 

when in fact it's more of a loving tribute to a young woman the poet genuinely admires.  Once 

that insight clicked into place, I heard the very gentle opening melody and I heard how it needed 

to swell in emotion in the middle. 

 

As you can probably tell, I'm more of an explorer than a scientist.  I don't work with a method 

because every poem is different.  The one thing in common is that I love the poem enough to get 

to know it inside out.  That's when the music starts flowing. 
 

 

But Kate, aren't these poems enough without your music? 

These poems absolutely stand on their own.  My musical "settings" for them are an answer to 

their power, beauty, and delight – and definitely not a replacement. 

 

It makes me happy when listeners tell me that hearing the poems sung helps them feel the poem 

more fully.  I'd like my songs to serve as a bridge to the poems themselves and to Poetry more 

generally. 

 

What advice do you give to someone who is interested in 

poetry? 

Let me tackle this one as a reader and as a writer. 

 

First, as a reader.  I am not systematic in my poetry explorations and I encourage you to play this 

way, too.  Read around, follow your whims and fancies, pick up books and see what you like.  

Please yourself.  Think of yourself as a hummingbird that sips from lots of different flowers.  If 

you like it, keep reading.  If you don't, move on to another flower.  Ask around, too, because 

other people bump into stuff that you might like if you knew about it.  Above all, don't feel that 

you are required to like any particular poet or poem just because other people seem to.  I hope 

you will let your taste be as unapologetically idiosyncratic as mine is.  That makes it more fun 

when we swap books! 

 

Also, it helps so much to read a poem more than once.  I like to read poems aloud because that 

slows me down enough to notice things.  I like to ask other people to read them aloud to me 

because I hear even more in the way they choose to read the poem – where they put the 

emphasis, where they pause, where they read quickly and slow down, and even the music of their 

voices.  I’ve noticed that the more I read or hear a poem, the more I tend to fall under its spell 

and feel its power. 
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Second, as a writer.  The standard advice to poets is "Read, read, read."  That's not bad advice 

but it can sound more like a duty than a pleasure, and I don't think it takes into account our desire 

to play with language as much as we want to consume it.  So, yes:  read for pleasure and genuine 

interest.  But write, too.  Don't wait until someone else has given you permission or until you've 

learned some introductory curriculum.  You already have what you need to be a poet:  words, 

impressions, a mind that notices and asks questions, and a desire to explore and communicate. 

 

 

Two final pieces of counsel that I hope will help you on your journey: 

 

1. Let it be easy.  If you have an idea, just write it down.  No waiting, no fanfare, nothing to 

prepare or learn first.  Just write it down and let it lead you. 

 

2. Call yourself "Poet" sooner than later - preferably right after you've written your first poem.  

Words have power, and names, especially, carry tremendous power to shape our lives.  When 

you call yourself a poet, you make space in your life for words and meaning and for your 

own way of experiencing life.  Though I wrote poems from the time I was very young, I 

didn't have the courage to call myself a poet until I was in my thirties.  With all my heart, I 

ask you to claim that title for yourself now.  That way, I'll recognize you when we meet and I 

will feel that this world is even cooler, more magical, and yes - more poetic - than it was 

before we shook hands! 
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in Just- ~ E.E. Cummings (1923) 

in Just-  

spring          when the world is mud-  

luscious the little  

lame balloonman  

 

whistles          far          and wee  

 

and eddieandbill come  

running from marbles and  

piracies and it's  

spring  

 

when the world is puddle-wonderful  

 

the queer  

old balloonman whistles  

far          and             wee  

and bettyandisbel come dancing  

 

from hop-scotch and jump-rope and  

 

it's  

spring  

and  

 

         the  

 

                  goat-footed  

 

balloonMan          whistles  

far  

and  

wee  
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Source 

E. E. Cummings, Complete Poems: 1904-1962, edited by George James Firmage (Liveright, 

2008). 

 

Kate’s Note 

Oh, that goat-footed balloonman who comes whistling up sweetness and vernal mischief!  

Cummings gives us a potent blend of the ancient and the innocent in this poem, as well as the 

everyday and the mythic.  A lot like Spring, eh? 

 

Bio 

Edward Estlin Cummings – or ee cummings, as he was also called – was born in 1894 in 

Cambridge, MA.  Even as a boy, he knew he wanted to be a poet, and he wrote poetry every day.  

During his lifetime he wrote almost 3000 poems, as well as plays, novels, and essays.   He is 

well-known for his playfulness and innovation in punctuation and syntax (the placement of 

words in a phrase or sentence), but he also wrote more traditional types of poems like sonnets.  

Love, and especially the physical experience of love and beauty, was one of his favorite subjects.   

People have debated how to spell and punctuate his name.  It seems that Mr. Cummings used 

both the capitalized and the uncapitalized forms at different times.  One thing is certain, though:  

whether he intended to be remembered as ee cummings or as E. E. Cummings, many poets have 

imitated him in foregoing punctuation and capitalization in their own poems and even in writing 

their names in lower-case letters. 

Wikipedia:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E._E._Cummings 

Academy of American Poets:  https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/e-e-cummings 

The Poetry Foundation:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/e-e-cummings 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why do you think “the little lame balloonman” becomes “the queer old balloonman” and 

finally “the goat-footed balloon Man?”  How do you understand those changes over the 

course of the poem? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E._E._Cummings
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/e-e-cummings
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/e-e-cummings


www.katechadbourne.com 

 

2. Why does Cummings show boys doing traditionally masculine things (marbles and 

piracies) and girls doing traditionally feminine things (hop scotch and jump rope)?  How 

does this affect the poem?  How does it affect you? 

3. What do you find unsettling or mysterious about Spring, if anything? 

4. What new ideas, insights, or questions about the poem arise when you listen to the song 

on “Songs of the Poets?”   

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Cummings describes Spring as “mud-luscious” and “puddle-wonderful.”  Invent some 

other two-word descriptions for Spring, and see if you can follow Cummings’ lead in 

making the vowel sounds match in your pairings (meaning, both words in Cummings’ 

pairs have an “uh” sound). 

2. Who else could be a representative of Spring?  Instead of the “balloonman,” imagine 

another person or creature and write a poem or short passage about him/her/it. 

3. Just for fun:  What would it sound like to “whistle far and wee”?  Try it yourself!  
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Moonlit Apples  ~ John Drinkwater (1923) 
 

At the top of the house the apples are laid in rows, 

And the skylight lets the moonlight in, and those 

Apples are deep-sea apples of green.  There goes 

 A cloud on the moon in the autumn night. 

 

A mouse in the wainscot scratches, and scratches, and then 

There is no sound at the top of the house of men 

Or mice; and the cloud is blown, and the moon again 

 Dapples the apples with deep-sea light. 

 

They are lying in rows there, under the gloomy beams, 

On the sagging floor; they gather the silver streams 

Out of the moon, those moonlit apples of dreams, 

 And quiet is the steep stair under. 

 

In the corridors under there is nothing but sleep. 

And stiller than ever on orchard boughs they keep 

Tryst with the moon, and deep is the silence, deep 

 On moon-washed apples of wonder. 
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Source 

John Drinkwater, Collected Poems Vol. 2, 1917-1922 (Sidgwick and Jackson, 1923).   

 

Kate’s Note  

Pure enchantment!  One of poetry’s best gifts to us is the opportunity to see the extraordinary in 

the ordinary – in this case, to see autumn’s harvest transfigured by moonlight into “deep-sea 

apples of green.” I see and feel this transformation so vividly that it leaves me wondering:  what 

else might on a moment’s notice flare into magic and wonder? 

 

Bio 

John Drinkwater is an English writer known as much for his plays as for his poems.  He was 

born in 1882 in Leytonstone, London.  When he was four years old, his father left behind his job 

as a school master and took up work as an actor and playwright.  It’s tempting to see this 

experience as a model for John’s own life.  He wasn’t a very good student, and he left school 

quite early at age 15 to work in an insurance firm.  He stayed in that job until he was 28 when, 

like his father, he went to work in the theatre, writing and producing plays (and sometimes acting 

in them).  By that time, he had established himself as a poet, having published his first book at 

21.  He was friends with the English poet Rupert Brooks and the American poet, Robert Frost, 

and they called themselves the Dymock Poets, named for the town where they lived in South-

west England.  Drinkwater traveled by boat to the United States, married twice, made a film 

about King George VI, and died perhaps of happy surprise when his favorite team won the 

Oxford Boat Race in 1937. 

Personal site:  http://johndrinkwater.org/  

Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Drinkwater_%28playwright%29 

Encyclopedia Brittanica:  http://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Drinkwater 

 
 

Discussion Questions 

1. What, in your opinion, is the mood of this poem?  My song casts it as a playful, musical 

mood, but I can well imagine other moods and interpretations.  Name a few and make a 

case for one in particular. 

2. Why do you think Drinkwater included the mouse?  What special role does it play in the 

poem?  (Remember, there is no right or wrong answer here, but you can support your 

http://johndrinkwater.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Drinkwater_%28playwright%29
http://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Drinkwater
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ideas about the mouse by saying, “I feel X because of Y,” and then pointing to specific 

words or phrases in the poem). 

3. Why do you think the apples, now lying in baskets on the attic floor, can keep “tryst with 

the moon” (meaning, an appointment or meeting, often of a charged or romantic nature) 

even more than they could when they hung on orchard boughs? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Drinkwater rhymes stressed words and unstressed words, which makes the lines twine 

together in interesting ways.  Read the poem aloud two ways: 

a. First, read it one line at a time, pausing at the end of each line.  This emphasizes 

the rhyme. 

b. Second, read the poem phrase by phrase.  That will mean reading “across” the 

lines – almost like turning a corner. 

c. As you’ll see, these two ways of reading change the music AND the sense of the 

poem.  Which way do you prefer?  Why? 

2. Choose an ordinary object wherever you are and imagine that it has been touched by 

moonlight, sunlight, starlight, or some other kind of light that lends it mystery and 

enchantment.  Write a poem or short passage that explores that subject. 

3. Think back to a time when you saw something ordinary transformed.  It might have been 

a person, an animal, a place, an object, or an ordinary moment.  Something happened 

which showed you another dimension of this person or thing, perhaps revealing a kind of 

greatness or beauty.  Tell the story of this moment.  
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Na Cait a Bhí ag Fionn Mac Cumhaill ~ 

Irish folk poem 

Na cait a bhí ag 

Fionn Mac Cumhaill – 

Seangchat, 

Seanchat, 

Ramharchat, 

Marbhchat, 

Síchat, 

Dúchat, 

Liathchat 

Fiachat, 

Piscín bliana 

Agus meathlóir. 

 

The cats that Fionn Mac Cumhaill had – 

A skinny cat, 

An old cat, 

A fat cat, 

A dead cat, 

A fairy cat, 

A black cat, 

A grey cat, 

A wild cat, 

A one-year-old kitten 

And the runt of the litter. 
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Source 

Cliodna Cussen, Inniu an Luan:  rainn bheaga ó bhéaloideas (Coiscéim, 1987). 

 

Kate’s Note 

Fionn Mac Cumhaill, legendary hero of Ireland, was famous in tales for his equally heroic 

hounds, Bran and Sceolang.  This folk poem is surprising, then, in that it lists his many cats:  a 

skinny cat, an old cat, a fat cat, a dead cat, a fairy cat, a black cat, a grey cat, a wild cat, a one-

year-old kitten, and the runt of the litter. 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. How does the music relate to the poem?  What other kind of music might you choose? 

2. Knowing that Fionn Mac Cumhaill had dogs and not cats, why do you think someone 

made this funny little poem? 

3. Why do you think the list of cats includes the expected (grey, skinny, fat, etc.) and the 

unexpected (dead and fairy)? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. This is a list poem, pure and simple, and list poems are tremendous fun to write!  Try one 

of these: 

a. a list poem that keeps one noun (like “cat”) but changes the adjectives; aim to 

include some unexpected ones 

b. a list poem that varies the nouns but keeps one adjective; this can make for 

surprising pairings! 

c. a list poem of what is currently in your backpack, wallet, purse, or pocket 

d. a list poem of things you see right now wherever you are 

2. Just for fun:  Learn a bit of Irish, the language of the poem.  Irish is a Celtic language, 

mainly spoken in the western part of Ireland.  It has a long, rich history and has given us 

countless songs, stories, and poems.  Listen carefully to the sounds of the words and try 

to say or sing them yourself.  For extra credit, memorize them!  If you do, you will be 

well on your way to learning a great deal of Irish language – proving to yourself that fun 

and music are great methods for learning anything.  
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On the Sussex Downs ~ Sara Teasdale (1926) 

Over the downs there were birds flying, 

Far off glittered the sea, 

And toward the north the weald of Sussex 

Lay like a kingdom under me. 

I was happier than the larks 

That nest on the downs and sing to the sky, 

Over the downs the birds flying 

Were not so happy as I. 

It was not you, though you were near, 

Though you were good to hear and see, 

It was not earth, it was not heaven 

It was myself that sang in me. 

 

  



www.katechadbourne.com 

 

Source 
 

Sara Teasdale, Dark of the Moon (New York, The MacMillan Company, 1926). 

 

Kate’s Note  
Teasdale’s poem chronicles a crucial discovery:  you are the source of your own happiness.  I 

feel such wild aliveness in this poem, such a deep claim upon the experience of being alive and 

being part of the world. 

 

Biography 

Sara Teasdale is an American poet, born in Saint Louis, Missouri in 1884.  She was often sick as 

a child and didn’t go to school until she was 10.  She published her first book of poems when she 

was 23 and her next book, Love Songs, won the very first Pulitzer Prize in 1918.  Teasdale liked 

to express strong, clear feelings and to use uncomplicated and unpretentious words in her poems 

that anyone could understand.  Rather than write her poems with pen on paper, she liked to 

compose them in her head, which may be one reason her poems are so rhythmic and musical; it 

helped her to remember them until she at last wrote them down!  Because of that quality, hers are 

among the American poems most often set to music.   

 

Wikipedia:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sara_Teasdale 

Academy of American Poets:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sara_Teasdale 

The Poetry Foundation:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/sara-teasdale 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. What sings in you?  Why is it important to know? 

2. What places and people support that singing in you? 

3. Have you ever thought someone or something else was the source of your “song”?  If so, 

who or what was it – and what discoveries have you made about that over time? 

4. What is the relationship between the “I” of the poem (the voice that speaks it) and the 

birds?  Or the sea?  Why has the poet included these “characters” in her poem?   

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sara_Teasdale
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sara_Teasdale
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/sara-teasdale
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Suggested Activities 

1. Write a poem or short essay that celebrates a place and your experience and feelings in 

that place. 

2. Visit a place that enlivens you.  Bring your notebook and jot down some impressions as 

Sara has here:  Birds flying, Sea glittering, Birds nesting, Birds singing to the sky.  See if 

you can connect those impressions to your own feelings in a short piece of writing. 

3. Start a poem with the words “It was not you…” 
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Red Haired Lady ~ Reilly Platt (1982) 

I want you, red haired lady 

in my life 

however 

that’s going to be 

 

No, I do not 

KNOW 

how it’s all going to turn out 

Guess we’ll just have to wait 

and see 

 

What if we were affianced..... 

you and me? 

Could that help you see it all 

  a bit 

differently? 
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Source 

Personal gift from the author.  The poem is dated 16 April 1982. 

 

Kate’s Note 

Reilly Platt wooed his beloved Patricia with this poem in the 1980’s when they were courting, 

and not surprisingly – it worked!  Long married, they are still deeply in love today.  I am 

delighted to count them as friends, and I celebrate them in the joyful singing of their names at the 

end of the song. 

I met Reilly in October 2012 after one of my concerts.  He gave me the poem in hopes I might 

put it to music and, once I read it, I couldn’t wait to get started! 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. Do you think this poem would be effective as a means of wooing someone – persuading 

them to take a chance on you? 

2. Why do you think it’s important to admit, “No, I don’t know how it will all turn out.  

Guess we’ll have to wait and see…”? 

3. Why do you think that becoming engaged (“affianced”) might help the Red-Haired Lady 

see things differently – if, in fact, you think it might? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Write a “No Guarantee” poem in which you invite someone to do or try something with 

you while you also freely admit that no one can predict the future.  (“Let’s go hang-

gliding together, my love…) 

2. Imagine that you were the recipient of a wooing poem.  What would you want to hear or 

be told?  Write that, in any form you like:  poem, letter, manifesto...  Or, if you prefer, 

make a greeting card for yourself and fill it with the words you’d choose. 
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Recuerdo ~ Edna St. Vincent Millay (1922) 

 

We were very tired, we were very merry— 

We had gone back and forth all night on the ferry.  

It was bare and bright, and smelled like a stable— 

But we looked into a fire, we leaned across a table,  

We lay on a hill-top underneath the moon;  

And the whistles kept blowing, and the dawn came soon.  

 

We were very tired, we were very merry— 

We had gone back and forth all night on the ferry;  

And you ate an apple, and I ate a pear,  

From a dozen of each we had bought somewhere;  

And the sky went wan, and the wind came cold,  

And the sun rose dripping, a bucketful of gold.  

 

We were very tired, we were very merry,  

We had gone back and forth all night on the ferry.  

We hailed “Good morrow, mother!” to a shawl-covered head,  

And bought a morning paper, which neither of us read;  

And she wept, “God bless you!” for the apples and pears,  

And we gave her all our money but our subway fares. 
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Source 

Edna St. Vincent Millay, A Few Figs from Thistles: Poems and Sonnets (New York and London: 

Harper, 1922). 

 

Kate’s Note 

I adore the youthful, generous spirit in Millay’s poem.  Even tired from a long night of hill-

climbing and moon-gazing, still that sense of adventure and merriment turns a ferry-ride into an 

opportunity to bestow all one’s present treasure on a stranger, trusting that you’ll get home fine 

all the same.  It’s a fun world, this poem tells me.  Go out and enjoy it. 

 

Bio 

Edna St. Vincent Millay – or “Vincent” as she was called by her friends – was the poetic 

equivalent of an “It Girl” in the early 20
th

 century.  She was born in Rockland, Maine in 1892 

and raised with her two sisters more or less single-handedly by their strong and independent 

mother. As a girl, Millay was out-spoken, artsy, and perhaps a touch wild.  One evening while 

playing the piano and reciting her poetry in the White Hall Inn in Camden, ME, a wealthy 

woman offered financial support to get her a good education (she also provided a clothing 

allowance which Vincent is said to have loved!).  After college, Millay began to read and publish 

her poetry widely, and she became famous and sought-after both professionally and 

romantically.  In 1923, she was the third woman to win a Pulitzer Prize for poetry with her book, 

The Ballad of the Harp-Weaver which she dedicated to her mother (The first woman and indeed, 

person, to win the prize was Sara Teasdale in 1918; her poem “On the Sussex Downs,” is also 

included in this book and on the CD).  Millay wrote poems, plays, and countless letters.  She 

lived a full, tumultuous life and died at age 58 at her beloved home, Steepletop, in Austerlitz, 

New York 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edna_St._Vincent_Millay 

The Poetry Foundation:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/edna-st-vincent-millay 

Academy of American Poets: https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/edna-st-vincent-millay 

Edna St. Vincent Millay Society:  http://www.millay.org/ 

 Poetry archives with poet reciting her poems:  http://www.millay.org/poemarchives.php 

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edna_St._Vincent_Millay
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/edna-st-vincent-millay
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/edna-st-vincent-millay
http://www.millay.org/
http://www.millay.org/poemarchives.php
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Discussion Questions 

1. Why do you think the poet repeats those two opening lines in all three stanzas?  What is 

the effect of that repetition? 

2. Apart from the practical purpose of being able to get home, why is it important that the 

poem’s speaker and friend gave away “all our money but our subway fares”?  What 

feeling does that evoke?  Why include it in the poem? 

3. What is your favorite image in the poem?  Why? 

4. Does this poem bring to mind a time in your own life when you felt free and generous 

(and perhaps stayed up all night)?  

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Write a poem with repeating lines.  Millay has repeated the first two lines, but you could 

repeat the last two or three – or as many as you like.  You could even put them in the 

middle of each stanza. 

2. Write about a time when you felt free, wild, generous, and/or adventurous.  Really return 

to that time and all of your feelings and impressions.  Notice that in Millay’s poem 

everything is not perfect!  The ferry smells “like a stable” and it’s perhaps a bit too bright 

for the speaker’s weary eyes.  But for all that, there is something wonderful about the 

experience and she recalls it vividly.  Don’t feel you need to change what you remember 

in any way to make it “nicer.”  In fact, it’s often the imperfect and un-picturesque that 

really bring a scene to life! 

3. Millay writes, “The sun rose dripping, a bucketful of gold.”  A metaphor says that one 

thing IS another thing – and usually the two things are not technically anything like each 

other.  The sun is not really a dripping bucketful of gold, but thinking about it that way 

brings a vivid impression and feeling to mind.  It also lets us know that wealth in this 

poem is a much more expansive idea than simply the money given to the old lady with 

the “shawl-covered head.”  Think of as many metaphors for the sun as you can.  What 

else can the sun be?  A big golden lion, ready to pounce on the morning?  An egg yolk on 

a sky blue plate?  Have some fun with this! 
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She Walks in Beauty ~ George Gordon Byron (1814) 

I. 

 

She walks in beauty, like the night  

   Of cloudless climes and starry skies; 

And all that’s best of dark and bright  

   Meet in her aspect and her eyes: 

Thus mellowed to that tender light  

   Which heaven to gaudy day denies. 

 

II. 

 

One shade the more, one ray the less,  

   Had half impaired the nameless grace 

Which waves in every raven tress,  

   Or softly lightens o’er her face; 

Where thoughts serenely sweet express  

   How pure, how dear their dwelling place. 

 

III. 

 

And on that cheek, and o’er that brow,  

   So soft, so calm, yet eloquent, 

The smiles that win, the tints that glow,  

   But tell of days in goodness spent, 

A mind at peace with all below,  

   A heart whose love is innocent! 
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Source 

George Gordon Byron, Hebrew Melodies (London, 1815). 

 

Kate’s Note 

For many years, I was one of those people who knew those gorgeous first lines and assumed the 

rest was a sort of poetic pick-up line – an impression colored by Byron’s reputation as “mad, 

bad, and dangerous to know.”  Now that I’m better friends with the poem I’m touched by its 

sincerity and tenderness.  Lovely to be so very wrong! 

This poem was written in June 1814, the day after Byron attended a party and met for the first 

time his cousin by marriage, Lady Anne Beatrix Wilmot, whose husband had just died.  Because 

she was in mourning, she was wearing a black dress which was decorated with glittering sequins 

or “spangles” that caught Byron’s attention and reminded him of a dark, starry night.  According 

to his friend Wedderburn Webster, when Byron returned home after the party, “he desired 

Fletcher [a servant] to give him a tumbler of brandy, which he drank at once to Mrs. Wilmot's 

health.... The next day he wrote some charming lines upon her…” 

 

Bio 

George Gordon Byron, often called “Lord Byron,” is in many ways the source of our romantic 

notions about what it means to be a wild, reckless, poetic genius.  He was born in England in 

1788, the son of a chaotic and sometimes brutal father, Captain “Mad Jack” Byron, and a 

wealthy, put-upon Scottish mother, Catherine Gordon.  When he was only ten years old, his 

great-uncle died, and he inherited the title, “Lord,” and a broken-down manor house in 

Nottinghamshire.  In 1812 his poem, “Childe Harrold’s Pilgrimage” was published and he 

became the 19
th

 century equivalent of a rock star.  As he explained it, “I awoke one morning and 

found myself famous.”  He wrote poems and engaged in fierce critical battles with other writers.  

He traveled, spent lots of money, engaged in many love affairs, fathered two (or possibly three) 

children by different women, loved animals, worried about his weight, was considered dashing 

and vain, adored his friends, quarreled with them, and lived a gigantic life until his death at age 

36 in 1824 while fighting in the Greek War of Independence. 

Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lord_Byron 

Academy of American Poets: https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/george-gordon-byron 

Poetry Foundation: http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/lord-byron 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lord_Byron
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/george-gordon-byron
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/lord-byron
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Discussion Questions 

1. This was the first time Byron had met his cousin, Mrs. Wilmot, and yet he felt sure 

enough of her inner character that he wrote a poem attesting to her goodness, purity, and 

innocence.  Do you believe we can get to know someone very quickly like this, or does it 

take more time?  Have you had experiences like this – and also the opposite, in which 

you’ve known someone for years but never really known him or her? 

2. In the poem, Byron bases his judgement of her character on her appearance.  Some would 

say that this is “judging a book by its cover.”  How much do you think we can know of a 

person’s inner life by looking at him or her? 

3. In much of literature, light is equated with moral goodness and purity, while darkness is 

equated with chaos and even evil.  In Byron’s poem, darkness is prized and praised, the 

blending of “dark and bright” is held up as a mark of beauty, and grace “lightens o’er her 

face.”  In other words, Byron has his own way of viewing darkness and light.  Why do 

you think this is important? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Go to a public place and observe someone discretely.  (Try not to frighten him or her, 

though!).  Make some notes about his or her appearance, and later, write a poem or short 

piece of prose in which you describe that person’s moral character as you understand it 

based upon his or her looks, posture, clothing, and behavior.  Don’t worry too much 

about being “right” in your conclusions.  The truth is, we do this to each other all the 

time, and we’re often incorrect!  However, just for this exercise, let yourself become 

curious about what the outside of a person could tell you about the inside. 

2. Replacing the qualities of light and dark, write a poem, essay, story, rap, or anything you 

like that plays with another duality.  You could choose hot and cold, fire and water, 

inside and outside, male and female, on and off, or any duality that appeals to you.  It 

might be interesting to consider each quality separately and also together, as Bryon does 

when he writes that Anne’s face contains “all that’s best of dark and bright.”  How can 

the two qualities or elements meet and blend – if they can? 
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‘Sí Bláth Geal na Sméar Í ~ Anonymous, 18
th 

century 

 

‘Sí bláth geal na sméar í, 

‘sí bláth deas na sú craobh í. 

‘Sí an plandra b’fhearr méin mhaith í 

 Le hamharc do shúl; 

 

‘Sí mo chuisle, ‘sí mo rún í, 

‘sí bláth na n-úll gcumhra í. 

‘Sí samhradh ins an fhuacht í 

 Idir Nollaig is Cáisc. 

 

 

 

She’s the blackberry flower. 

She’s the fine raspberry flower. 

She’s the plant of best breeding 

Your eye could behold. 

 

She’s my darling, she’s my dearie, 

She’s my fresh apple flower. 

She is summer in the cold time 

Between Christmas and Easter. 
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Source 
 

An Duanaire 1600-1900:  Poems of the Dispossessed, edited by Seán Ó Tuama and Thomas  

Kinsella (Colin Smythe Ltd, 1981). 

 

Kate’s Note  

We don’t know who composed this passionate poem but its beauty and power has been enough 

to keep it alive for some two hundred years.  It was probably inspired by an actual flesh and 

blood woman, but considering the Irish tradition of the aisling (a kind of dream or vision poem), 

it’s tempting to see Ireland herself as the beloved here.  For me, the poem is an experience of 

binneas – the kind of sweetness that aches a little but which we hold to the heart. 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why do you think the poet compares his beloved to things that grow and bloom and to 

the warmest season of the year? 

2. Why do you think the poet chooses blackberries, raspberries, and apples as the basis for 

comparison?  Why these fruits and not others?  How would it change the poem if the 

beloved was compared to a pineapple, for instance, or a kiwi? 

3. What kind of a person do you think the “she” is?  Can you imagine how she would look 

and act based on the poem? 

4. Have you ever met someone who felt like “summer in the cold time” to you?  This 

doesn’t necessarily have to be a romantic bond but could include a good friend, a mentor, 

or someone who brought warmth and light into your life.   

5. What about someone who was “winter in the warm time” to you?  Someone who brought 

cold, worry, or stagnation into your life? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Write a poem in which you compare a person you love to a plant or tree.  Choose the 

species of plant or tree carefully to emphasize what you love about your chosen person. 

2. Write a poem in which you compare a tree or plant you love to a person.  (This is the first 

suggested activity in reverse, as you’ve probably noticed.)  It would be fun to visit a 

forest, garden, or public park and look around for a tree or plant that catches your 

attention and seems to have a “personality.”  Use human qualities to describe that tree or 
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plant.  For instance, a tulip could “toss her head like a cheerleader” and an oak tree could 

“glower at the squirrels.”  Let yourself play with this! 

3. Write a short love poem, pure and simple.  Or, if you like, use ‘Sí Bláth Geal na Sméar Í 

as a model to get you going, replacing all of its nouns with nouns of your own choice, 

and keeping the simple structure.  Here it is for you to fill in, thinking of someone you 

care about: 

 

He’s/She’s the… 

He’s/She’s the ... 

He’s/She’s the … 

Your … could behold. 

 

He’s/She’s my …, she’s my …, 

He’s/She’s my …. 

He /She is … in the … 

Between … and ... 
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The Witch-Wife ~ Edna St. Vincent Millay (1921) 

She is neither pink nor pale, 

    And she never will be all mine; 

She learned her hands in a fairy-tale, 

    And her mouth on a valentine. 

 

She has more hair than she needs; 

    In the sun ‘tis a woe to me! 

And her voice is a string of colored beads, 

    Or steps leading into the sea. 

 

She loves me all that she can,  

    And her ways to my ways resign;  

But she was not made for any man,  

    And she never will be all mine. 
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Source 

Edna St. Vincent Millay, Renascence and other poems (New York; London: Harper & Brothers 

Publishers, 1917). 

 

 

Kate’s Note  

How is it that Millay can imply an entire relationship between two complex and deeply human 

characters – in a mere three quatrains?  This poem offers a chance to step inside the tensions and 

yearnings rippling between the speaker and his elusive love.  It’s quite informative to notice 

where your sympathies lie when reading or hearing this poem. 

. 

Bio 

Edna St. Vincent Millay – or “Vincent” as she was called by her friends – was the poetic 

equivalent of an “It Girl” in the early 20
th

 century.  She was born in Rockland, Maine in 1892 

and raised with her two sisters more or less single-handedly by their strong and independent 

mother. As a girl, Millay was out-spoken, artsy, and perhaps a touch wild.  One evening while 

playing the piano and reciting her poetry in the White Hall Inn in Camden, ME, a wealthy 

woman offered financial support to get her a good education (she also provided a clothing 

allowance which Vincent is said to have loved!).  After college, Millay began to read and publish 

her poetry widely, and she became famous and sought-after both professionally and 

romantically.  In 1923, she was the third woman to win a Pulitzer Prize for poetry with her book, 

The Ballad of the Harp-Weaver which she dedicated to her mother (The first woman and indeed, 

person, to win the prize was Sara Teasdale in 1918; her poem “On the Sussex Downs,” is also 

included in this book and on the CD).  Millay wrote poems, plays, and countless letters.  She 

lived a full, tumultuous life and died at age 58 at her beloved home, Steepletop, in Austerlitz, 

New York. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edna_St._Vincent_Millay 

The Poetry Foundation:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/edna-st-vincent-millay 

Academy of American Poets: https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/edna-st-vincent-millay 

Edna St. Vincent Millay Society:  http://www.millay.org/ 

Poetry archives with poet reciting her poems:  http://www.millay.org/poemarchives.php 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edna_St._Vincent_Millay
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/edna-st-vincent-millay
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/edna-st-vincent-millay
http://www.millay.org/
http://www.millay.org/poemarchives.php
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Discussion Questions 

1. How does a person “learn” her hands or mouth?  Do you think the process of learning to 

present ourselves to others is conscious or unconscious?  A mix of both? 

2. Where do your sympathies lie in reading this poem?  Do you feel aligned more with the 

speaker who seems baffled by the witch-wife in all her wild abundance or with the witch-

wife herself whose nature defies complete possession even though “she loves [him] all 

that she can”? 

3. How do you understand the idea that her voice is like a “string of colored beads” or 

“steps leading down to the sea”?  What kind of voice is that?  What else, beyond the 

sound of the witch-wife’s voice, does this description imply to you? 

4. You may notice that in my musical setting of the poem, I’ve repeated the stanza that 

begins, “She has more hair than she needs…” and used it as a kind of “chorus.”  To me, 

this is an important line in understanding the relationship between the speaker and the 

witch-wife.  What line would you choose as the most important for that purpose and 

why?  

5. What do you think it means to the speaker of the poem to be “all mine”?  What would 

that look and feel like in practical and emotional terms?  Why is this important to him? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Write a poem, short-short story, or prose poem based on “The Witch-Wife” in which you 

explore the idea of someone or something that feels uncanny and beyond your grasp.  

This might be “The Witch-Husband,” or “The Witch-Cat,” or “The Witch-Boy,” or even 

“The Witch-Book.”  Use the idea of “witchiness” – however you understand it – to get 

you started. 

2. For fun, try to make the sound of a voice “like a string of colored beads.”  Then try to 

make the sound of a voice like “steps leading down to the sea.” 

3. Go to some public place and listen to one person’s voice.  (Again, try not to spook 

anyone, OK?).  Describe it with as many similes as you can.  Remember, a simile 

compares one thing to another using “like” or “as.”  A person could have “a voice like a 

thousand tons of gravel poured into a pit” or “a voice like a trumpet played too close to 

your ear” or “a voice like silk curtains shooshing in the wind.”  I like to challenge myself 

to come up with 10 or even 20 comparisons, scribbling them down as fast as they come 

without editing.  
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The Song of Wandering Aengus  

~ William Butler Yeats (1899) 
 

I went out to the hazel wood, 

Because a fire was in my head, 

And cut and peeled a hazel wand, 

And hooked a berry to a thread; 

And when white moths were on the wing, 

And moth-like stars were flickering out, 

I dropped the berry in a stream 

And caught a little silver trout. 

 

When I had laid it on the floor 

I went to blow the fire a-flame, 

But something rustled on the floor, 

And someone called me by my name: 

It had become a glimmering girl 

With apple blossom in her hair 

Who called me by my name and ran 

And faded through the brightening air. 

 

Though I am old with wandering 

Through hollow lands and hilly lands, 

I will find out where she has gone, 

And kiss her lips and take her hands; 

And walk among long dappled grass, 

And pluck till time and times are done, 

The silver apples of the moon, 

The golden apples of the sun. 
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Source 
 

William Butler Yeats, The Wind Among the Reeds (J. Lane, New York, 1899). 

 

 

Kate’s Note 
 

This is one of the very first poems I ever set to music, many years ago now.  If I’d known of the 

celebrated composers who had already created settings for it, I might not have had the temerity 

to try it myself.  But I was seized by the poem utterly and could not rest until I had “participated” 

with its magic – an inspiration that felt much like the one Yeats describes in his powerful poem:  

“I went out to the hazel wood, because a fire was in my head.” 

The name, “Aengus,” in the title refers to a character in early Irish mythology.  One night, a 

beautiful young woman visited Aengus in a dream and for years afterwards, he could not forget 

her.  He searched for her all over Ireland until at last he found her and learned that she was a 

powerful magician who spent every other year in the shape of a swan.  It was only when Aengus 

himself took the shape of a swan that the lovers could begin their life together. 

 

Bio 

William Butler Yeats is an Irish poet – and in some people’s minds, THE Irish poet.  Why? 

Because he embodies many of the qualities and interests we sometimes associate with the Irish:  

dreaminess, interest in the spirit world, a love of stories, songs, folklore, and mythology, 

idealism, and tremendous energy.  He was born in 1865 into a wealthy and aristocratic Anglo-

Irish family with ties both to Ireland and England.  For all that, he was a passionate supporter of 

Irish rights and independence at a time when Ireland was still ruled by England, and in his later 

life, he served two terms as a Senator in the newly-formed Irish government.  In the first decades 

of the 20
th

 century, Yeats used his influence and creativity to help spark the exciting revival of 

Irish art, drama, literature, and culture.  Along with his friend, the writer and folklore scholar 

Lady Augusta Gregory, he founded The Abbey Theatre in Dublin which spurred on a lively new 

era in Irish drama and poetry.  He was incredibly prolific as a poet, playwright, and collector of 

stories and folklore, winning the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1923.  For many years, Yeats was 

in love with an Irish revolutionary named Maud Gonne who declined at least three times to 

marry him, but acted as his muse and inspired a great deal of poetry.  At age 51, he married 

Georgie Hyde-Lees, with whom he had two children and a happy, settled life at last. 

Wikipedia:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._B._Yeats 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._B._Yeats
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The Poetry Foundation:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/william-butler-yeats 

 

Nobel Prize Laureates.org:  http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1923/yeats-

bio.html 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. Yeats describes inspiration as a “fire in [the] head.”  How do you feel or experience 

inspiration? 

2. What truly inspires you? 

3. What is your favorite phrase or image in this poem? 

4. The poem shows the transformation of “a little silver trout” into a “glimmering girl with 

apple blossoms in her hair.”  What does that transformation mean to you? 

5. Try to tell this poem as a story.  Include the speaker’s feelings and experiences.  Let your 

story take him from youth to old age. 

6. What do you think it means to pluck “the silver apples of the moon, the golden apples of 

the sun?” 

Suggested Activities 

1. Think of a place that inspires and comforts you.  For Yeats in this poem, it is the hazel 

wood.  Where is it for you?  Write a poem, short essay, or a journal entry about that place 

and what you feel there. 

2. Have you ever yearned for something or someone over a long period of time?  Write 

about your changing experiences with this yearning.  Feel free to write this for yourself 

alone or to share it with only a very trusted friend. 

3. Write a poem or story in which someone or something transforms into a different shape 

or being.  If you could temporarily take on another shape, what would it be? 

  

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/william-butler-yeats
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1923/yeats-bio.html
http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1923/yeats-bio.html
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Valentine ~ Elinor Wylie (1921) 

 

Too high, too high to pluck  

My heart shall swing.  

A fruit no bee shall suck,  

No wasp shall sting. 

 

If on some night of cold  

It falls to ground  

In apple-leaves of gold  

I'll wrap it round. 

 

And I shall seal it up  

With spice and salt,  

In a carven silver cup,  

In a deep vault. 

 

Before my eyes are blind  

And my lips mute,  

I must eat core and rind  

Of that same fruit. 

 

Before my heart is dust  

By the end of all,  

Eat it I must though it 

Were bitter gall. 

 

But I shall keep it sweet  

By some strange art;  

Wild honey shall I eat  

When I eat my heart. 
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Source 

Elinor Wylie, Nets to Catch the Wind (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1921). 

 

Kate’s Note 

Sometimes we find ourselves in such deep solitude no one can reach us.  In Wylie’s poem there 

is more than a little temptation to be bitter about that.  Ultimately, though, we learn that the way 

to keep the heart “sweet” is to practice our “strange art” – that thing that lets us know and 

appreciate ourselves as ourselves. 

 

Bio 

Like Edna St. Vincent Millay, Elinor Wylie was a sort of “movie-star” poet in the first decades 

of the 20
th

 century.  Born in 1885, she seemed to have everything:  an exclusive prep school 

education, social standing, a beautiful face and form, and a gift for writing.  In 1920, she became 

well-known when four of her poems were published in Poetry, and soon after she published her 

first book of poems, Nets to Catch the Wind.  Her career took off and she became the editor of 

three prominent magazines and wrote four novels and four books of poetry.  She led a 

notoriously tangled romantic life, with countless affairs and three husbands.  Wylie suffered 

from high blood pressure and headaches all her life and died quite young of a stroke as she was 

preparing the manuscript for her last book of poems. 

Wikipedia:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elinor_Wylie 

Academy of American Poets:  https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/elinor-wylie 

The Poetry Foundation: http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/elinor-wylie 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why do you think the speaker of the poem compares her heart to an apple – or at least to 

a fruit swinging on a bough? 

2. What is the movement of the poem?  What I mean is this: it seems to me that Wylie starts 

the poem with one idea or feeling and ends it with quite a different idea or feeling.  Trace 

the “arc” of the poem from first to last. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elinor_Wylie
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/elinor-wylie
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/elinor-wylie
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3. Why do you think we must eat our hearts before “the end of all”?  What does that mean 

to you? 

4. What is your “strange art”? 

5. Why is the honey “wild” as opposed to cultivated?  Why is that distinction important? 

6. What is the source or meaning of “wild honey” in your life? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Write a list poem about the contents of your heart.  You can take this as literally or non-

literally as you like.  For instance, your heart might contain:  three cats, a shipwreck, a 

lunar eclipse, thousands of fireflies in an Italian garden… 

2. Fill in this phrase:  “X will I eat, when I eat my heart.”  What is one edible substance of 

your heart?  Be playful, intuitive, or experimental.  Use the new phrase to start a poem, 

prose poem, story, or short piece of writing. 

3. Write a manifesto or declaration about practicing your own “strange art” – whatever it is 

you do to keep your heart alive and open.  For some of us, that means practicing music or 

poetry or painting or storytelling or even people-watching!  Decide what it is for you and 

write it down in language that moves you.  Decorate your declaration and put it 

somewhere you will see it.   
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Something told the wild geese ~ Rachel Field 

(1934) 

Something told the wild geese 

It was time to go, 

Though the fields lay golden 

Something whispered, “Snow!” 

Leaves were green and stirring, 

Berries lustre-glossed, 

But beneath warm feathers 

Something cautioned “Frost!” 

 

All the sagging orchards 

Steamed with amber spice 

But each wild breast stiffened 

At remembered ice. 

Something told the wild geese 

It was time to fly – 

Summer sun was on their wings, 

Winter in their cry. 
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Source 

Rachel Field, Poems (New York, The MacMillan Company, 1934). 

 

Kate’s Note 

Growing up on the Saco River in Maine, I watched with a pang as the geese departed every 

autumn, taking their raucous and friendly presence from the marsh and heralding the start of 

winter quiet.  Rachel Field’s poem evokes that farewell and others, including the larger and 

longer goodbyes that spring does not undo. 

 

Bio 

In her 47 years of life, Rachel Field was an incredibly prolific writer of poems, plays, novels for 

adults and for children, screenplays, and even lyrics.  She was born in 1889 in New York but at 

age 15 fell completely under the spell of the Maine coast, which served as the setting for several 

of her books and the inspiration for her beloved poem, “If Once You Have Slept on an Island.”  

She is perhaps best known for her Newbury Award winning book, Hitty: Her First Hundred 

Years.  Field also wrote the English-language lyrics for Franz Shubert’s song, “Ave Maria,” 

which was featured in the Walt Disney film, Fantasia. 

Wikipedia:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Field 

The Poetry Foundation: http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/rachel-field 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. What do you think “told the wild geese that it was time to go?”  How do you explain that 

knowing? 

2. How do we recognize the voice of instinct – especially when other voices are speaking or 

when appearances contradict its guidance?  How can we distinguish between fear and 

instinct, for example – or between impulse and instinct? 

3. What are other cycles of ending and beginning you’ve observed in your life?  Leaving 

and returning? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Field
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/rachel-field
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4. Field’s poem marks a contrast between how things seem and how they really are.  On the 

outside, it looks and feels like late summer – warm sun, fruit on the boughs, green leaves, 

golden fields.  Inside the geese, though, there is a deep knowing that winter is coming 

and it is time to fly away.  Where else in your life have you observed a contrast between 

what seems and what is? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. Thinking of the geese impelled to travel south despite the “summer sun” on their wings, 

write about a time when you felt a strong instinct to do something.  How did you know 

that it was right thing to do?  

2. Draw a pie-chart to explain your emotions upon hearing or reading this poem (or hearing 

my song based upon it).  What’s the point of this?  If we’re honest, poems rarely evoke 

one simple emotion in us.  Actually, if we’re honest, very few things in life do!  It’s 

helpful to name the range and variety of our feelings.  Here is an example to get you 

started.   

 

3. Look at the verbs Field used in her poem:  told, whispered, stirring, cautioned, sagging, 

steamed, stiffened, fly.  Choose two or three and write a poem or short passage of your 

own.  

Melancholy 

59% 
Wonder 

23% 

Gratitude 

10% 

Hope 

8% 

Feelings 
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Across the Door ~ Padraic Colum (1922) 

 

The fiddles were playing and playing, 

 The couples were out on the floor; 

From converse and dancing he drew me, 

 And across the door. 

 

Ah! strange were the dim, wide meadows, 

 And strange was the cloud-strewn sky, 

And strange in the meadow the corncrakes, 

 And they making cry! 

 

The hawthorn bloom was by us, 

 Around us the breath of the south, 

White hawthorn, strange in the night-time – 

 His kiss on my mouth! 
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Source 

Padraic Colum, Wild Earth and Other Poems (New York, The MacMillan Company, 1922) 

 

Kate’s Note 

I hear in this poem all the strange enchantment of an Irish midsummer – the wonder of being 

drawn “across the door” into a charged moment by a white hawthorn, a tree associated with 

fairies, and into a world-altering kiss!   

 

Bio 

Padraic Colum, celebrated poet, novelist, biographer, playwright, and collector of Irish folklore, 

was born in 1881 in an Irish workhouse, the eldest of eight children.  Like W.B. Yeats, Colum 

was passionately interested in Irish language, folklore, literature, and political independence, and 

by the time he was 20, he was a member of the Irish Republican Army and the Gaelic League (a 

group that promoted the use of the Irish language).  He moved to Dublin as a young man and 

played an active role in the Irish cultural revival of the early 20
th

 century, befriending Yeats, 

Lady Gregory, and other important writers and artists.  He traveled, wrote, and shared knowledge 

wherever he found himself:  writing for children in New York City, collecting Polynesian 

folklore and stories in Hawaii, transcribing Finnegan’s Wake with his friend, James Joyce, in 

France, and eventually returning to the United States to teach at Columbia University.  Colum 

filled his 90 years with stories, poems, travel, curiosity, generosity, and friendship. 

Singers of Irish songs may be surprised to learn that Padraic Colum wrote the words for a song 

which is often simply called “traditional.”  According to legend, Colum’s lawyer complained to 

him that someone had set to music his poem, “She Moved Through the Fair,” and that it was 

being sung all over Ireland.  The lawyer suggested they instigate a legal case with an eye to 

collecting financial “damages.”  Padraic Colum said – and I am paraphrasing:  “Are you mad?  

Every poet dreams of having his poems loved and sung.  Long may they sing mine!” 

 

Wikipedia:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Padraic_Colum 

The Poetry Foundation:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/padraic-colum 

Encyclopedia Brittanica:  http://www.britannica.com/biography/Padraic-Colum 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Padraic_Colum
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/padraic-colum
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Padraic-Colum
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Discussion Questions 

1. How is “across the door” different from “through the door”?  Remember, there is no right 

or wrong answer here – but the two phrases do feel a little different from one another and 

Colum has used the distinctive phrase to title his poem.  See if you can put that difference 

into words. 

2. Here is how Birdwatch Ireland describes the singing and behavior of the corncrake, the 

bird mentioned in the second stanza: 

“The kerrx-kerrx sound of the corncrake has been compared with two cheese-graters rubbed 

together, producing a sound so monotonous as to qualify the bird as the world's worst singer.  

This lack in vocal accomplishment is more than compensated for by their dignified operatic 

deportment as they stand erect with head held high and beak wide open. Corncrake is a 

misnomer - birds rarely nest in cornfields. Favorite sites are in long grass and amongst tall 

weeds and damp places.” http://www.birdwatchireland.ie/Default.aspx?tabid=311 

Knowing that the corncrake’s “cry” is decidedly unmusical, why do you think Colum has 

included it as an important sound in his poem? 

3. It is clear from Colum’s use of italics in the last two lines that the kiss was unexpected 

and electrifying.  Have you ever experienced anything like this – a kiss or something else 

that felt charged and wild, and like your whole life had just changed in an instant? 

 

Suggested Activities 

1. The word “strange” appears four times in this short poem.  Write a short poem of your 

own and choose one word to repeat that creates a strong mood.  Feel free to use the word 

“strange”! 

2. Colum’s poem explores contrasts:  inside/outside, loud/quiet, familiar/unfamiliar, 

civilized/wild. Use one of these sets of contrasts to spark a piece of writing, showing a 

parallel journey in thought or feeling to the journey from one quality to its opposite.  You 

could also use a contrast as the basis of a drawing, painting, or sculpture. 

3. Go to a beautiful, natural place and observe it quietly for a half hour or so.  Afterwards, 

think about the way the place has changed you.  Consider, too, that your presence and 

attention has changed the place.  Make a piece of art that explores and expresses that 

mutual transformation. 

http://www.birdwatchireland.ie/Default.aspx?tabid=311
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Additional Resources 
 Books for teaching poetry 
Baron Wormser and David Cappella,  A Surge of Language:  Teaching Poetry Day 

by Day 

Nancie Atwell, Naming the World: A Year of Poems and Lessons 

 

  

 

Collections for young people  

 

Joyce Sidman, What the Heart Knows: Chants, Charms, and Blessings 

 

Christine Hepperman, Poisoned Apples:  Poems for you, my pretty 

 

Jackie Morris, The Barefoot Book of Classic Poems 

 

Steven Dunning, Edward Lueders, Hugh Smith, Reflections on a Gift of 

Watermelon Pickle 

 

 

 General books about writing and reading poetry 

 

Carol Smallwood et al, Women on Poetry: Writing, Revising, Publishing, and 

Teaching 

 

Elizabeth Hun Schmidt, The Poets Laureate Anthology 

 

Jessie Lendennie, Poetry: Reading it, Writing it, Publishing it 

 

Michelle Boisseau and Robert Wallace, Writing Poems 

 

Mary Oliver, Rules for the Dance and A Poetry Handbook 
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Mark Strand and Eavan Boland, The Making of a Poem: A Norton Anthology of 

Poetic Forms 

 

Molly Peacock, How to Read a Poem and Start a Poetry Circle 

 

Rod Padgett, ed, The Teachers & Writers Handbook of Poetic Forms 

 

 

Helpful Websites  

The Academy of American Poets:  https://www.poets.org/ 

 Lesson Plans for Teachers:  https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/lesson-plans 

 

The Poetry Foundation:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/ 

Young People’s Poet Laureate:  

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/resources/poet-laureate/ 

A Child’s Garden of Poetry (with video): 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/features/video?show=A%20Child%27s%2

0Garden%20of%20Poetry 

 

Poem-Hunter:  http://www.poemhunter.com/ 

  

https://www.poets.org/
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/lesson-plans
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/resources/poet-laureate/
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/features/video?show=A%20Child%27s%20Garden%20of%20Poetry
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/features/video?show=A%20Child%27s%20Garden%20of%20Poetry
http://www.poemhunter.com/
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About Kate Chadbourne 

 

 

Kate Chadbourne is a singer, musician, storyteller, teacher, and poet.  She holds a 

Ph.D. in Celtic Languages and Literatures from Harvard University where she 

teaches courses in Irish language and folklore – but the heart of her understanding 

of Irish folk tradition comes from encounters with singers, storytellers, and great 

talkers in Ireland.  She performs her signature blend of stories, songs, poems, and 

festivity all over New England.  She has been a featured “tradition bearer” in the 

Revels Salon series and in the Gaelic Roots Concert Series at Boston College, and 

her music has been featured on NPR’s programs, “Cartalk” and “All Songs 

Considered.”   

She has published two collections of poetry:  The Harp-Boat, about her father, a 

Maine lobsterman, winner of the Kulupi Press Sense of Place Chapbook Contest, 

and Brigit’s Woven World & other poems of Ireland.   Kate’s newest CD is Songs 

of the Poets, a gathering of beloved poems she set to music for voice, piano, and 

harp.   

She also teaches in The Bardic Academy, her school for adults and children that 

integrates art, magic, and an inspiring liberal arts education. 

Learn more about joining the Bardic Academy and find out about CD’s, books, and 

upcoming performances at www.katechadbourne.com.  Contact her at 

kate@katechadbourne.com.   

http://www.katechadbourne.com/
mailto:kate@katechadbourne.com

