Poetry of Witness Assignment 

______________________________________________________

Refusing Silence

Heartbeat trembling

your kingdom 

of leaves

near the ceremony

of water, I never

insisted on you.  I admit

I delayed.  I was the Empress

of Delay. But it can’t be 

put off now.  On the sacred branch

of my only voice – I insist. 

Insist for us all, 

which is the job 

of the voice, and especially

of the poet.  Else 

what am I for, what use

am I if I don’t 

insist?  

There are messages to send. 

Gatherings and songs. 

Because we need 

to insist.  Else what are we

for?  What use

are we?    

~Tess Gallagher

I'd like to start with one of the observations the author of our text makes:  "In a sense, all poems are poems of witness. They record what it is like to be alive, set down what is passing and irrecoverable. "  When the poet focuses not just on his/her own personal life, but on social, political or environmental issues, the poem assumes a new role, a different kind of witness.  It is no longer witness to just one life, but to a larger slice of life, of humanity. In Tess Gallagher's poem "Refusing Silence," she describes the responsibility of the poet to bear witness:  "Insist for us all/which is the job of the voice, and especially/of the poet."  

If we accept this to be true, then how do we write poems of witness?  Where do we start?   As always, we can start with what is closest to us: issues that we care deeply or know something about.  As the authors of our text point out, it's important that you "fully inhabit the material so you don't slip into easy rhetoric or soapbox preaching." How do we do this? As with any abstraction (Love, Justice, Peace, War), the best way to approach it is by focusing on a concrete image or story that will allow you to convey your message, as Lucien Stryck does in "Cherries"  (see sample poem)., the poem we discussed this week.  As our text reminds us, " The important thing here is to look at your personal truths--not to try and present a comprehensive portrait of the injustice in the world.  Describe your experience, or imagine that of others, at the level of the human.  Let readers in, instead of shutting them out with the thunder of your convictions and commitment."  

The best collection of poems of witness is a book by Carolyn Forche called Against Forgetting:  Twentieth Century Poetry of Witness.   In it, you'll find poems about the Armenian Genocide at the beginning of the 20th century, World War I,  repression in the Soviet Union, the Spanish Civil War,  World War II, The Holocaust, War in the Middle East, Struggle for Civil Rights,  War in Korean and Vietnam, Apartheid in S. Africa and the struggle for Democracy in China. (I have a copy if anyone wishes to stop by my office and take a look at it). You also have the poems I posted in the Week Five under Course Materials, too, in addition to the two poems included in the "Witness" chapter in the text

If you aren't knowledgeable about an environmental/social justice issues, you will need to choose one or two to research.  Pay attention to what you read in the newspaper; are there stories about your community that concern you?  If so, you can delve into them further with Internet research.   It's NOT that I expect you to do a lot of research to write this poem, it's that your voice will be more authentic and credible if you can include accurate, specific details.  

Because these issues can so easily become overwhelming, here’s an activity that I hope will help you to integrate the facts with your feelings:  

Contemplative Activity:  

After you’ve researched an issue, but before you begin writing your poem, read through your notes, then sit quietly for 20 minutes reflecting on what you’ve read.  Try not to think too much about the subject; instead let your head & heart work together.  You may feel an overwhelming feeling of sadness or loss; if so, be with that feeling; don’t try to push it away.  See if in image appears to you or a metaphor that you might build your poem around, as Lucien Stryck did with “Cherries.”  See if an animal or bird appears to carry the message for you, as with David Wagoner’s poem.  When the time is up, begin your poem, starting with whatever image appeared to you.   

Choices:  

1) Choose an everyday object or action to write about, bringing in a larger  social justice/environmental issue as you do so, as the author of the poem about eating cherries (Lucien Stryk)  did so well. 
2) Choose an environmental issue you care about and develop it into a poem, using the type of tone David Wagoner uses in his "Address to Weyerhouser"  as well as strong imagery.    Be careful that it doesn't turn into a rant or diatribe; use imagery, and the music of the words to make sure it's an effective poem. 

Guidelines: 
1) Use the triplet form:  3 line stanzas, ending with 1 line alone.   (see “Cherries” poem)  

2) Use enjambment between lines at least twice and between stanzas at least once.

3) Use one strong metaphor.

4) Use alliteration, assonance or consonance twice  (or any combination). 

Note:  If you wish to follow the letter form  (similar to Wagoner’s poem) rather than write the poem in triplets, that’s fine, but please follow the other guidelines.   

Reflection: 

When you’ve finished the poem but before you post it, please allow yourself 15 minutes to write a brief reflection, answering the following questions: 

1) What’s the strength of your poem?

2) What could still be improved?

3) What was the most significant fact you learned about this issue?

4) Was the contemplative activity helpful in allowing you to integrate your feelings with the facts?  Did an image emerge for you?  

5) How could you continue to be involved with this issue?  

Please cut and paste your reflection to the bottom of your poem and post them together.  
