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Robinson Jeffers: Bitter Prophet
Collett B. Dilworth

In 1935, Robinson Jeffers made a deal with the publisher of his collection, Roan Stallion, Tamar, and other Poems. If the 

publisher would abandon his request for Jeffers to reexamine and edit the poems, Jeffers would write an introduction 

for the volume. The resulting preface describes a realization that came to Jeffers twenty-one years earlier during a hike in 

California’s Del Monte Forest. There it occurred to the young man that the poems he had been writing were “worthless” 

imitative verses of no lasting value. He could find no inspiration from the most reputable modern poetry, which he found 

highly original but divorced from “reason and ideas.” He feared such poetry was drifting toward “pure nonsense.” At one 

point in his hike, he resolved to reject this drift:

  

The sea fog was coming up the ravine, fingering through the pines, the air smelled of the sea and pine-resin 

and yerba buena, my girl and my dog were with me...and I was standing there like a poor God-forsaken man-

of-letters, making my final decision not to become a “modern.” (Selected, ed. Hunt, 710)

This account suggests some essentials about Jeffers and his poetry. It shows him with a troubled mind deep in nature, 

where he achieves an intense orientation toward those natural phenomena his poetry will use to signify its themes. Also 

suggestive is that even in the company of others, he remains alone with his insights. As his career developed from this 

moment, Jeffers committed himself to an approach to poetry he called “inhumanism.” He meant this term to represent “a 

certain philosophical attitude…a shifting of emphasis and significance from man to not-man; the rejection of human so-

lipsism and recognition of the transhuman magnificence.” (The Double Axe, xxi). For Jeffers it would be a bad mistake to 

follow Alexander Pope’s advice that “The proper study of mankind is man.” Jeffers came to feel that socialized, accultur-

ated people are so corrupted they willingly and industriously construct their own doom. He reckoned that poetry devoted 

to human-centered ideals only serves to further alienate individuals from the means of their salvation: unmediated contact 

with the natural (“inhuman”) world. To confront readers most directly with the implications of nature’s severe grandeur, he 

made a stylistic decision to avoid the diversions of regular rhyme and meter.

In this vein, “Shine, Perishing Republic” (Selected, 168) explains why one must search for authenticity elsewhere than 

human society. The poem’s harsh opening lines indict the United States (which was entering the 1920s), for the nation’s 

disgusting, if inevitable, coalescence under corporate power. “While this America settles in the mould of its vulgarity, 

heavily thickening to empire/And protest, only a bubble in the molten mass, pops and sighs out, and the mass hardens….”

Yet, the speaker suggests in the next four lines, an individual close to nature might skirt dismay by stepping back and 

viewing this national descent as merely a natural progression. All things, even republics, are born, mature, grow old and 

die. Rot is the natural process whereby everything returns to “mother.” The poem culminates with a firm warning to his 

children: keep to the mountains distant from corrupting civilization, and beware of the “love of man,” which was what 

trapped Jesus.

The speaker of “Boats in a Fog” (Selected, 163) commends a stance alternative to “love of man.” The key is to understand 

that highly acculturated activities such as sports and the arts can charm the immature, but for the mature individual it is 

“bitter earnestness/That makes beauty.” Such earnestness is illuminated in the last eighteen lines. The speaker discerns 

a succession of fishing boats moving carefully out to sea between a fog bank and a cliff. This voyage requires the crews’ 

keenest attention to their evolving place within nature’s flux. We infer such focus insulates the fishers from corruptive so-

cial identity and self-involvement. Their navigation folds them within the implacable beauty of the cliff’s granite and the 

fog’s enveloping mystery. The fishers are the moral equivalent of slip-streaming pelicans, each one performing its due 

diligence negotiating nature directly, without artifice.

On the other hand, even the most diligent earnestness within nature cannot protect one from devastation, as “Hurt 

Hawks” (Selected, 198) portrays. We are introduced to the hawk in monumental terms: the exposed bone of his broken
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wing is a “pillar” and the wing is a trailing “banner.” Though crippled, this predator remains too fierce for scavengers to 

attack. The speaker envisions the hawk’s night dreams of flight unconstrained by the wound endured during the day. Res-

olute and arrogant in his suffering, the hawk can anticipate no mercy from “the wild God of the world.” People softened 

in their socialized communities do not concern themselves with the wild God, but savage hawks and men close to their 

deaths connect with him.

Part II of the poem portrays circumstances six weeks later. Hoping for the wing to mend, the speaker has kept and fed the 

hawk, but it is clear the creature “Had nothing left but unable misery.” In one dark corner of the poem, the speaker opens 

up: “I’d sooner, except the penalties, kill a man than a hawk.” Critics tend to dismiss this sentiment as hyperbole, but in 

the larger context of Jeffers’ publications, the expression seems restrained. In any case, the hawk is dispatched with a 

firearm’s “lead gift” thus liberating his spirit to soar in a “fierce rush,” which daunts nearby night -herons. For Jeffers, life’s 

full significance must be discerned in its nexus with death, suggested poignantly in the last image of the hawk. Nothing 

remains of his monumental fierceness but a residue of “soft feminine feathers.”

A wild god overseeing such fierceness shows up often in literature. William Blake’s “The Tyger” envisions him in “distant 

deeps or skies.” Blake’s poem expresses wonderment that a master craftsman might have such awesome shoulders, hands 

and vision required to hammer the terrifying tyger into existence. The speaker of Robert Frost’s “Design” questions the 

sinister purpose guiding together white heal-all, spider and moth. Not for Jeffers, however, are Blake’s mythopoetic won-

der or Frost’s mincing query. Jeffers saw and wanted his readers to see savagery, beauty, wildness all attesting head-on, 

unambiguous.

The clueless communal people of “Hurt Hawks,” the earnest fishers on “Boats in a Fog,” and the overarching cycles of 

“Shine, Perishing Republic” reappear in “The Purse Seine” (Selected, 588). Its first two stanzas describe a routine pro-

cedure, one the speaker has witnessed perhaps more than once. The device of the title is a circular fishing net bordered 

by rope; drifted around a shoal of fish, the net is gathered by the rope thus enclosing the fish in a mesh “purse.” The 

fishermen of the poem set out at night to locate their prey by the little fishes’ bioluminescence. Once in the net, panicked 

fish turn the “Water into a pool of flame.” The speaker finds the scene beautiful, and in an aside mentions that it is also 

“a little terrible.” 

The third stanza recalls a singular instance of viewing a distant city from a mountain top; the speaker is there suitably po-

sitioned for an “inhumanist” perspective. Like the bioluminescent fish, the far city lights seem beautiful but also “a little 

terrible.” In fact, “little terrible” here is a grave understatement, for this scene’s implications are appalling. The purse seine 

is now a metaphor for civilization, a medium for enclosing people helplessly “together in inter-dependence.” Therein the 

amalgamated crowd must suffer “mass-disasters” of sociopolitical governance, which will “Take more than all, add to kept 

bodies kept souls.” The only other possibility is anarchy, not a bright future for humankind seduced far from stones and 

hawks and earnest involvement with ocean currents. The final stanza addresses those critics who disapprove of Jeffers’ 

dark themes and strident style. He chastens them for failing to understand his logic as well as his passion, and he reminds 

them to recognize the most significant fact of existence: “life’s end is death.”

The cyclic intimacy of life and death configures most of Jeffers’ long narrative poetry, a genre to which he devoted much 

of his writing. These stories portray characters sunk in self-involvement who face not fulfilling culminations in life, but 

relentless angst and certain downfall. Poems such as Tamar (Selected, 3-64), The Tower Beyond Tragedy (Selected, 89-

140), and Thurso’s Landing (Selected, 266-357) narrate fruitless quests, sexual abandon, wrath, guilt, revenge, and fuming 

self-destruction. The stories are told as if the poet atop his mountain is focusing a telescope on the social purse seine 

below to reveal the individuals there trapped in their hopelessly dysfunctional relationships.

In 1947 the publication of The Double Axe seemed so ornery that it crushed Jeffers’ career. This volume of poetry furiously 

damned the Unites States’ involvement in World War 2, and in parts it set a tone akin to road rage. Few works in Ameri-
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can poetry depict such a paroxysm of macabre revenge as does The Love and the Hate (Double Axe, 3-51). In this narra-

tive, a soldier killed in the Pacific theater returns home, zombie-like; there, because his family sent him off to the war, he 

incinerates the entire farm and his father. Jeffers, steadfast in eerie isolationism, never regained the literary status he had 

before World War 2.

In Jeffers’ last years his poetry did mellow. One late poem, “The Ocean’s Tribute” (Selected, ed. Hunt, 694), might stand 

as the most reassuring expression of this poet’s sensitivity. The speaker describes a twilight when above the ocean is ar-

rayed a palate of “smoked amber and tender green, pink and purple and vermilion, great ranks/Of purple clouds.” The 

ocean, however, appears dark and cold below the horizon; it seems to have “refused the glory.” Suddenly there appears 

a pod of cavorting whales whose exhalations send “luminous pink pillars” of spray into the rich dusk. Unlike Robert Frost’s 

poem “Dust of Snow,” which explicitly portrays the speaker’s mood being lifted by a natural event, Jeffers gives us only 

the event itself. Indeed, earlier in the poem his speaker has warned us to shed our self-concern and not to “dredge our 

own minds” when beholding nature.

Ultimately, we might feel assured that at the end of Jeffers’ voyage from “sea fog fingering through the pines” to whales 

exhaling in the rose twilight, his spirit soared in a “fierce rush” and left in its wake a vision of humanity and nature uniquely 

painful, beautiful, intense, head-on.

Works Cited
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Gwendolyn Brooks
Tracey Hughes

In her poetry, Gwendolyn Brooks engages deeply with the world, whether chronicling life on the South Side of Chicago 

in the 1940s and 50s or grappling more overtly with political concerns in later decades. Immersed in an everyday reality 

impacted by societal inequality, the focus of her poems might seem worlds away from those of the Romantics. But in 

works like “kitchenette building” and “First fiddle. Then fight,” like the Romantics, Brooks grapples with the importance 

of imagination. In “Maxie Allen” and “We Real Cool,” Brooks also shares kinship with the Romantics in examining whether 

childhood is a time of unique innocence. 

The power of the imagination and the nature of childhood are topics of great interest to students. These poem pairs offer 

them the chance to dig into such topics in more modern American settings that invite connections between the poems 

and the students’ own lives. Teaching the pairs also yields another benefit because they challenge students to understand 

and reckon with ambiguity. 

“Kitchenette building,” from Brooks’ 1945 collection A Street in Bronzeville, squarely raises the question of whether 

imagination should play a role in one’s life, though its answer is far from straightforward. To introduce the poem, a teacher 

might first share one of the many poems written by Romantic writers celebrating the importance of the imagination. The 

students might next read Langston Hughes’s “Harlem,” which seems to accept the vital importance of imagination by 

positing the existence of “a dream” as its starting place. This framing might help students see how Brooks’ poem more 

radically queries whether people have time for dreams amidst the hard-boiled reality of social inequality. 

This question invites students to examine not only the poem itself but how their own realities enable or impede dreams. 

While students might initially expect to discover a clear answer, once they begin to dig into the poem, they soon find that 

answer to be elusive. The poem becomes a puzzle that rewards a deep dive into its rich imagery and diction, its structure, 

and speaker as students work to figure out what it suggests about the imagination.

Students might initially see the poem as a rejection of the Romantic worldview. The poem’s opening word introduces the 

speaker not as a solitary reflector tapping into the power of imagination but as a collective “We.” The poem appears to 

distance itself from the Wordsworthian prototype by objectifying this group of people as barren “things of dry hours,” 

“Grayed in, and gray,” driven by “the involuntary plan.” While imagination does make an appearance in the second line as 

a personified “’Dream” that “makes a giddy sound,” the quotations that surround the word and the quick ranking of it as 

“not strong” in comparison to a series of quotidian demands like “’rent’” suggest there is little room for the imagination. 

But inviting students to consider the “sound” that the dream emits can lead them to take a second look at the importance 

of dream in the poem. In this “grayed in” stanza, the sudden euphoria and whirl unleashed by the word “giddy” excites, 

making the dismissal of dream less convincing. 

Is this ambiguity also present in the next stanzas? Aware now that the speaker might not be straightforward, students can 

notice that rather than dismissing imagination, the speaker returns to it, asking a question about dreams that straddles 

two enjambed stanzas. Might a romantic attitude creep into the poem through its evocative description that pictures a 

dream moving through the building, “send[ing] up” its “white and violet,” gracing the halls with a butterfly-like “flutter,” 

able to “sing an aria,” and willing to “fight” for its survival against the material world? Are further romantic notes sounded 

by the speaker pausing to ask this question in the first place and the implicit recognition of a dream’s value as being able 

to yield “a message” if properly cared for, kept “warm” and “clean”?

If students see this as an enticing description of the dream, ask how it competes with bold images depicting the material 

reality of the building. Does the poem suggest a blind spot in a romantic vision focused on dreams? Might the powerful 

“fumes” in the building and the overflowing “garbage ripening in the halls” be reminders of close quarters rented at 

4



extortionate discriminatory rates? 

These questions set the stage for students to debate whether the final stanza resolves the tug between dream and reality 

and to put this question to themselves. How do they see imagination and reality warring in their own lives? In their society?

Students can next investigate the sonnet “First fight. Then fiddle.” This fourth poem in a series entitled “the children of 

the poor” in “The Womanhood” section of Annie Allen appears to offer a more clear-cut response to the question. Primed 

by “kitchenette building” to look for ambiguity, students are ready to tackle a text that seems far less elusive but might 

also hide complexities. In this poem, imagination takes the shape of artistic creation through playing music. The opening 

words of the sonnet, delivered in two brief commanding sentences, “First fight. Then fiddle,” seem to settle the question 

about the value of the imagination. While they validate the imagination as having a place, they also assign it to a second-

ary position, an ordering that inverts the Romantic imperative. 

But, digging into the poem, students can discover that, once again, ambiguity arises. Despite the blunt opening, the 

speaker turns not to fighting (as might be expected) but to fiddling. Students might consider how the form of this largely 

Petrarchan sonnet may undermine the opening commands since the remainder of the octave concerns itself with playing 

music. Might the meter of the octave offer further contradictions? The opening words disturb the iambic pentameter of 

the line, but the next seven are smoothly iambic, metrically underlining the importance of melody while also signaling the 

injunction to fight as an unwelcome disruption to the real interest of the stanza—the creative process so celebrated by 

the Romantics.

Students can investigate how elements of romanticism and realism further intertwine in these lines. Looking for romanti-

cism, they might note how the speaker figures the player as possessing a magical power to “Ply the slipping string / With 

feathery sorcery.” They may observe further how the poem portrays artists as fully investing their emotional selves in their 

creations as they “muzzle the note / With hurting love” and counsels the kind of separation prized by the romantics: “Be 

remote / A while from malice and from murdering.” But is this all? They might also see how reality intrudes as the speaker 

advises these “children of the poor” not to throw off all convention, recommending that they abjure common materials 

and “Devise no salt, no hempen thing / For the dear instruments to bear.” What are students to make of lines in which the 

speaker portrays the music being played as created by a third party outside of the self, “music that they wrote,” (perhaps 

privileged white people), but also invests the musician with creative power to transform, “bewitch, bewilder” it. Does the 

creative imagination also possess the power to put up a fight? 

As with “kitchenette building,” the final lines of the poem offer students a pleasing puzzle. At the start of the sestet, a kind 

of wake-up call returns to the speaker’s opening advice. In brisk phrases the speaker orders the children to temporarily 

shelve artistry to confront social inequity: ”Carry hate / In front of you and harmony behind. / Be deaf to music and to 

beauty blind.” While these commands seem to unambiguously reassert the primacy of dealing with reality, students can 

debate whether the ending lines, especially the final rhyming couplet of “space” and “grace,” undermine the injunction 

to fight first, investing creativity with grandeur. Ultimately, the poem allows them to consider how they would order their 

own lives. 

The second set of poems invites students to explore the Romantic notion that children are naturally innocent beings able 

to access truths inaccessible to society-tainted adults. Before approaching the poem, teachers can ask students to free 

write about and discuss their own views of childhood and innocence. 

Students are then primed to explore “Maxie Allen,” which portrays the child, Annie, and her mother, Maxie, through three 

ten-line stanzas composed of tetrameter couplets. In the first stanza, the third-person speaker catalogues what Maxie has 

“taught her / Stipendiary little daughter.” Does Maxie have a Romantic view of her daughter? Asking students to look up 

the word “Stipendiary” can lead to interesting discussions as students begin to see that Maxie seems to view her daughter
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in a transactional way. How might the mother’s attention to brand name cereals such as “Quaker Oats and Cream-of-

Wheat” further the idea that commercial values are paramount in this home? Rather than seeing her daughter as a unique 

font of innocent truth, does Maxie dismiss the potential value of her daughter’s words by instructing her to be thankful 

for the “tongue” that allows her “to tantrum for a penny” and “ear to hear the haven’t any” of her mother’s denial? Does 

her mother’s instruction to Annie to be thankful that she has a “heart to hanker for romance” suggest she shares the Ro-

mantics’ view of children or might the romance she cites mean something quite different than a understanding of a higher 

truth? 

Students can then move to what might seem friendlier territory as they consider Annie’s own view of herself and the world 

in the second stanza. Does the poem suggest that Maxie has failed to understand that her daughter does have deeper 

potential as a source of innocent enlightenment? The concrete images of body parts, oats, and pennies in the first stanza 

yield to abstract and mysterious language in the second that shows Annie trying to articulate a higher vision she senses 

but cannot quite name. How might this depiction of Annie resonate with the Romantic view of the child whose innocence 

can instruct? The opening line of the stanza shows Annie attempting to impart lessons as she “tried to teach her mother/ 

There was somewhat of something other.” The vagueness of her proposed teaching suggests she grasps but struggles 

to pronounce a higher truth. Might this valiant attempt show that she fits snugly into the Romantic conception of a child 

whose untainted ear catches the whispered truths of the universe? But what has led Annie to such tentative truths? Stu-

dents may note that Annie is open to finding answers in a variety of sources as she looks to authority (“God”), to her own 

experiences (“at her foot”), and to others (“human look”) as potential catalysts for deeper understanding. The Romantics 

would recognize the value of this child. 

But does her mother? The closing stanza of the poem returns to Maxie, and we see her assessing her daughter as she 

“thought at her full well.” The word “at” portrays her words as a kind of onslaught, an idea furthered as the speaker 

explains that these thoughts were “not like a bell” but, instead, “like an oceanic thing.” Students can consider the signifi-

cance of this simile. Is Annie’s mother depicted as a natural force threatening to swallow Annie whole? Is the mother blind 

to her daughter’s potential value? 

Students might, at this point, be ready to condemn Maxie’s unromantic view of her daughter. But does the poem? In the 

final five lines, the perspective shifts from third person to the first-person voice of Maxie. We hear the complaints of a 

mother unsatisfied with her marriage who can only see her daughter through the prism of her own unhappy experience 

as she grumbles, “you don’t have to go to bed, I remark, / With two dill pickles in the dark, / Nor prop what hardly calls 

you honey / And gives you only a little money.” Students can consider whether these final lines of the poem invite a bit of 

sympathy for the reality that Maxie herself inhabits—one in which she has little control over “money” and her own life? Is 

the romanticized view of the child, in the end, perhaps, a product of privilege?

These questions set up a consideration of one of Brooks’ most famous and oft-taught poems “We Real Cool” from her 

1960 collection The Bean Eaters. The poem is a particularly interesting one for students to examine in light of romanti-

cized ideas of childhood innocence as it pushes them to consider who is defined as a “child.” 

The poem suggests that the seven pool players are adolescents both in the bravado of the opening line “We real cool” 

and in the mention of having “Left school,” a line that immediately conjures up images of playing hookey or, more serious-

ly, dropping out. The playful alliteration “Lurk late” and “strike straight” and simple rhymes “Sing sin” and “Thin gin” also 

signal youth. Their boasting of staying out late provides yet another marker of childhood. Even the potentially masked 

language of sexuality in “Jazz June,” where June might be a month but might be a girl, speaks to an experimental youth-

ful sensibility. Finally, the repeated “we” that opens the poem and ends every line but the last suggests that these young 

people exhibit the typical behavior of middle schoolers who find security and identity in numbers, group affiliation. With 

this understanding, we can see why the closing line of the poem, “Die soon,” lands with such an alarming thud—these 

are young people, children. 
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But does society seem them as children? Students might discuss the poem in light of recent news stories about how im-

plicit bias leads to children of color and of lower income being seen as adults earlier than others. Is this poem about wrong 

choices made by individuals, about social conditions that stifle opportunity, or, perhaps, about a society that has failed to 

recognize these young people as children? 
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It’s Complicated
Rebecca Brown

Sunday. No other day of the week is apt to conjure as many memories. Whether religious or secular, it is a day set aside 

from the others as a time for rest or reflection or a break from the daily routine. Family time figures prominently. Two 

representations of Sunday morning are the subject of this quarter’s issue. The two pieces are from different centuries, yet 

their ambiguities tie them together and give insight into our common confusing humanity.

 

The painting is “Sunday Morning” by Thomas Hovenden. Painted in 1881, it depicts a middle-aged couple getting ready, 

we presume, for church. The woman is seated. She is holding up a sock with her finger poking through a hole in it. Her 

husband is standing nearby with his razor in one hand and the strop in the other. A broken mirror is propped up on the 

bureau, but he is turned toward her, looking with bemusement at his wife’s finger. The viewer is apt to smile. It feels com-

fortable. These two like each other. They will be able to work through this slight hitch in their Sunday morning prepara-

tions. Socks can be mended.  

 

A further look at the painting shows a spare room with few items of comfort. Along with the broken mirror, there is a piece 

of crockery on the table nearby (his shaving mug?). His clothes are tattered, and her apron fringe is frayed. A page that 

might have been torn from a calendar and a powder horn hang on one wall, and a sconce on the other. A well-worn foot 

stool is in the foreground.  

 

Hovenden was born in Ireland in 1840. His parents, victims of the potato famine, died when he was six. He was placed in 

an orphanage in Cork until he was apprenticed to a carver and gilder who recognized his talent and sent him off for further 

training. He migrated to America in 1863. After living and studying here a while, he spent some time in France honing his 

art. On his return to Pennsylvania, he married into a Quaker family who had been abolitionists during the war and who 

were an active part of the Underground Railroad (Terhune, p. xiii).

 

From our twenty-first century viewpoint, the painting evokes ambiguity. While the scene depicts tranquility, regularity, and 

domestic comfort, we know that Reconstruction was only beginning its further abuse of African Americans. Terhune writes 

in her book on Hovenden, “Despite their sparse surroundings, good cheer suffuses the picture, calling to mind the myth 

of contented slaves. As Hugh Honour states, Hovenden’s Sunday morning was the kind of image “beloved by the general 

public on both sides of the Atlantic,” showing blacks as whites liked to see them, with “local color” and living “complai-

santly apart” (Terhune, p. 113). Hugh Honour’s quote is from The Politics of Vision (p. 50-51).

Elizabeth Jones represents a different viewpoint. In her forward to Terhune’s text, she says, “Although throughout the 

latter part of the century artists made paintings of peasant life in northern France, as did Hovenden during his early years, 

his colleagues came to this subject from urban settings; for them, a peasant was the “other.” Hovenden, unlike them, 

painted rural themes with the sensitivity of hardships experienced in his own upbringing. Humble people were his own.” 

(Terhune, p. xiii-xiv)  

It’s complicated.

The ambiguity we feel looking at Hovenden’s work is different from that which we feel from Robert Hayden’s poem, 

“Those Winter Sundays.” The relationship between the subjects is much more fraught.

   Sundays too my father got up early 

   And put his clothes on in the blueblack cold.

   Then with cracked hands that ached
   From labor in the weekday weather made
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   Banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked him.

   I’d wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking.

   When the rooms were warm, he’d call,

   and slowly I would rise and dress,

   fearing the chronic angers of that house,

   Speaking indifferently to him,

   who had driven out the cold

   and polished my good shoes as well.

   What did I know, what did I know

   of love’s austere and lonely offices?

  From Angle of Ascent: New and Selected Poems by Robert Hayden. New York: Liveright: 1966, p. 113.

The speaker in the poem sets his memory in winter. The domestic scene he portrays is almost as visual as Hovenden’s 

work. The house, cold and dark, is warmed and lightened by the father’s work with his cracked hands. The setting is Sun-

day morning, but the father’s offices are repeated daily.

The poem is full of ambiguity. The fear the speaker feels is somewhat mitigated by the gentleness of the father’s polishing 

the shoes. In much the same way, “the chronic angers of that house” is softened by “love’s austere and lonely offices.” The 

speaker feels regret that “no one ever thanked him” at the same time that he chronicles “chronic angers” that caused him 

fear. He recognizes his own entitled “indifference.” His final repetition of “What did I know” underscores that recognition, 

from his adult perspective, of his demanding, frightening father’s love. The daily-ness (Sundays too) of “love’s austere and 

lonely offices” is finally acknowledged.

Nothing here is simple, however. The poet’s focus is on the father. His father got up, made the fire, and polished his son’s 

shoes. The reader has to fill in the bigger picture: the shoes are probably being polished for Sunday services. There must 

be someone else, a mother perhaps, who has made breakfast and has his clothes cleaned and pressed. No siblings seem 

to be there, but Sunday services suggest they were a part of a greater community. Why, then, “austere and lonely”? Was 

the father severe and strict because of societal or religious principles? Something is askew, but the poet doesn’t address 

it; he simply shows us this snapshot.

The universality of this poem is what draws us to it. Hayden himself was reared by foster parents in Paradise Valley, a poor 

section of Detroit, after his parents separated. (Williams, p. 3-5.) Knowing that there was trauma in his own background 

makes us suspect that the poem is autobiographical. Perhaps that explains why words like “home” and “mother” are not 

in the poem—only that sense of duty and perfunctory activity. In the end, though, there is understanding—if not forgive-

ness—for the father. (Another of Hayden’s poems, “The Whipping,” also grants understanding and forgiveness for the 

neighbor woman who beats her son.) 

An English teacher’s eye notices the fourteen line almost-a-sonnet form. There are a few iambic pentameter lines, but the 

irregularity of the rhythm and rhyme scheme as well as the three-verse shape of the poem break with the classic sonnet 

tradition. Hayden was a craftsman, though, and the dissonant irregularities in the rhythm reflect masterfully the poem’s 

message. Likewise, the repetition of whip-like “k” sounds throughout until the poem’s resolution add to its power. The 

resolution brings long vowel sounds that are considerably more soothing—and a final, satisfying iambic pentameter line.

Again, form follows function. Almost a sonnet, but not. Almost an unhappy childhood, but not. Nostalgic, not sentimental. 

9



Sunday mornings unite these works of art. Hovenden’s peaceful domestic scene drawn, perhaps, to teach us that con-

tentment might be found in meager circumstances and Hayden’s troubled blueblack memories seeking to speak the 

truth both evoke our own ambivalent childhood memories. Even the happiest of childhoods leave people with troubled 

memories.

In Johnny Cash’s classic “Sunday Morning Coming Down” he sings,

   ...Then I walked across the street
   And caught the Sunday smell of
   Someone fryin’ chicken
   And Lord, it took me back to somethin’ 
   That I’d lost somewhere, somehow along the way.

That’s the way it is with Sunday mornings and memories of Sunday mornings. Complicated.
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Writers’ Words
Lucy Milner

The Writers’ Words column offers snippets from the writing of miscellaneous observers and writers who have something 
evocative to suggest to educators (particularly those of English language and letters) and their students. Readers report 
using these fragments as prompts for essays and discussions and as catalysts for aspiring and reluctant readers and writ-
ers. Our selections in this issue take inspiration from Toni Morrison’s belief in the power of words. In her 1993 Nobel ad-
dress, she said “Word-work is sublime because it is generative; it makes meaning that secures our difference, our human 
difference—the way in which we are like no other life. We die. That may be the meaning of life. But we do language. That 
may be the measure of our lives.” We include brief identifications for our contributors as they come from many different 

eras, places, and vocations.

“The most valuable of all talents is that of never using two words when one will do.”

     Thomas Jefferson, American president and writer

     (1743-1826)

“By words we learn thoughts, and by thoughts we learn life.”

     Jean Baptiste Girard, Swiss Franciscan Educator

     (1765-1850)

“If you would be pungent, be brief; for it is with words as with sunbeams—the more they are condensed, the deeper they 

burn.” 

     Robert Southey, English poet

     (1774-1843)

“Words—so innocent and powerless as they are, as standing in a dictionary, how potent for good and evil they become, 

in the hands of one who knows how to combine them!”

     Nathaniel Hawthorne, American author

     (1804-1864)

   “A word is dead

   When it is said,

   Some say.

   I say it just

   Begins to live

   That day.”

     Emily Dickinson, American poet

     (1830-1886)

“Words are not as satisfactory as we should like them to be, but, like our neighbors, we have got to live with them and 

must make the best and not the worst of them.”

     Samuel Butler, English author

     (1835-1902)

“My task which I am trying to achieve is by the power of the written word, to make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before 

all, to make you see. That—and no more, and it is everything.”

     Joseph Conrad, Polish-British author

     (1857-1924)
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“Uttering a word is like striking a note on the keyboard of the imagination.”

     Ludwig Wittgenstein, Austrian philosopher

     (1889-1951)

“It has not been for nothing that the word has remained man’s principal toy and tool: without the meanings and values it 

sustains, all man’s other tools would be worthless.”

      Lewis Mumford, American Literary Critic

      (1895-1990)

“Often when I write I am trying to make words do the work of line and color. I have the painter’s sensitivity to light. Much...

of my writing is verbal painting.”

     Elizabeth Bowen, British writer

     (1899-1973)

“If words are to enter men’s minds and bear fruit, they must be the right words shaped cunningly to pass men’s defenses 

and explode silently and effectually within their minds.”

      J. B. Phillips, English author and Biblical scholar

     (1906-1982)

“To me, the greatest pleasure of writing is not what it’s about, but the music the words make.”

     Truman Capote, American author

     (1924-1984)

“It’s always a bit of a struggle to get the words right, whether we’re a Hemingway or a few fathoms below his level.” 

     Rene J. Cappon, American author and educator

     (1924-  )

     

“Words aren’t only bombs and bullets—no, they’re little gifts, containing meanings.”

     Philip Roth, American author

     (1933-2018) 

“Words are the model, words are the tools, words are the boards, words are the nails.”

     Richard Rhodes, American historian and writer

     (1937-  )

“A right word is the most direct route between two minds.” 

     Anu Garg, American wordsmith and author

      (1967-  )

12



Principal Project: 
Interview with Allison Glickman-Rogers

Nancy Doda

Oceanside Middle School

Oceanside, New York

Oceanside Middle School, in the Long Island region of New York, is a suburban school, with approximately 900 stu-
dents, grades 6-8 and is viewed as an exemplary middle school in the region. Many educators visit this school to learn 

effective ways to address the needs of young adolescent learners. 

1.  When hiring a new teacher or staff member what particular qualities do you look for?

One of the most significant things I look for in a great teacher is a capacity to truly enjoy students in our middle school. I 

watch their body language and facial expressions when I ask them to talk about students and young people and I look for 

joy, delight and a willingness to see that young people are glorious with incredible capacities as well as differences. I have 

encountered teachers who think, “what’s wrong with these kid and I’ll try to fix them…. ”, but the great teacher in my mind 

recognizes first that development matters and second that young people come to us from many varying conditions that 

call for understanding, empathy and, yes, love. To me the great teacher is the teacher who thinks, “Look at this wonderful 

child. How can I help lead them to an even better place?

Of course, I also look for the thoughtful and wise teacher who plans meaningful and engaging learning. Here I am looking 

for the teacher who understands that students best learn when the content is connected to something of value to the 

students and the world outside of school. With middle school students, great teachers find ways to connect content and 

emotions and lessons call on students to use multiple ways of knowing and showing.

2. How do you engage all stakeholders in articulating the school’s mission and how do you resolve conflicts that 

occur between your vision and that of others?

My goal as a leader is to create a school that feels like a wonderful family and I take that very seriously. I know each and 

every teacher and staff member very well…. My teachers come to school every day carrying the weight of complicated 

lives with them. It’s so amazing what they often have to deal with…sick children, a dying parent, personal illness, divorce, 

and on and on…. and I need to know it all and let them know I have their backs. The personal connections I make and 

sustain with my staff holds us together. I devote a great deal of time to those relationships and in the end, this is what I 

think matters most in school leadership…. 

Conflicts come and go, but ultimately our success in managing them with some grace rests on trust built over time with 

much attention to quality relationships….

I also think carrying a clear and consistent message to all stakeholders is key. I am not a top-down leader, but I am very 

clear with them all when it comes to the core values behind my leadership. Kids first…and every decision we make as a 

community starts with the question: How will this benefit our young adolescents, all of them? I have little tolerance, for 

example, for those who turn their backs on our most challenging students, and I make that message clear.

In my school’s history we have been fortunate to have a school board that was in on the original school design and pro-

gram model and they are proud of this place. We have had push back when we did away with Accelerated Math classes. 

But as part of our mission, we declared that we would offer each and every child, not just some, our best, and so now we 

do that. It’s a non-negotiable value and we had to work to align with that. Growing pains are inevitable, but with support
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and lots of talking it out, we get there.

3. What are the most significant challenges you face in leading your school?

As a leader I am most challenged when a teacher takes a student’s behavior personally. Often, this translates into requests 

for me to impose severe and harsh discipline on the offending child. They want me to ‘fix this kid’ and get him on the 

right path. Teachers get angry and forget this child’s behavior is part of a big story of pain, deprivation, mental health 

issues, poor nutrition, lack of support, death, divorce and on and on. We have children whose lives are a mess and often 

this shows up in offensive behavior. We have a child who is severely overweight and feels ostracized here as he is one of 

the few black students in our school. He is also gay and is feeling very isolated and alone. His family scenario is tough as 

well and when he gets to the cafeteria, the place where he stands out and feels so uncomfortable, he acts out. Why this 

surprises us I don’t know, …but it is the teachers who cannot see this that challenge me as a leader. I think how we handle 

our most challenging students defines us.

4. Where do you draw support for meeting the challenges you face and leading your school?

Finding support is hugely important in leadership and hard to do, but you have to get out into the larger educational 

world, locally, at the state level and nationally. I am involved in our State Middle School Association, on the local Principals’ 

group and local List serve, and I attend conferences to present and consider our findings with others. Talking about what 

we do helps me. I also find sending staff out to do the same is essential support as this enriches our work so much. Recent-

ly, our social worker was charged to help the staff deal with mounting incidences of mental health issues in our students’ 

lives. The end result is that we are all reading a new book with students called The Science of Unbreakable Things. We are 

dealing with the real world, the ever-changing real world and this keeps us all passionate and vibrant.

5. How do you make a positive difference in the lives of students who struggle in school?

I have talked a lot about the power of relationships and because I have come to believe that if you want to help a child 

who is having difficulty and who makes us all uncomfortable, who is as I say, fresh at school, you have to find a way into 

that child’s heart. You have to be creative and proactive and build a connection. One teacher was recently struggling 

with a child whose father abandoned him and now is replaced by his mother’s new boyfriend. He comes to school with a 

broken heart. He loves SS and WWII and his SS teacher decided to be proactive and take this on. She started with more 

time with him and reaching out. Learning that his grandmother was a Holocaust survivor, she had a possible point of con-

nection.  Eventually, she asked him to teach a series of classes on WWII using his Grandmother’s story and he was hooked. 

Connected. His behavior has improved dramatically not just in her class but in other classes as well.

6. How do you lead an ambitious reform effort and sustain it overtime?

I have learned that leading conversations is at the heart of change. This of course needs to be informed by research and 

ideas in the field to help us grow. We use every meeting opportunity as a learning opportunity, so we are not hosting one 

workshop on a new idea and then dropping that ball. Likewise, teachers often assume leadership roles in our sustained 

efforts to change. This is vital to sustaining the changes we choose to make.

7. How do you define leadership and in what ways do you see yourself as a leader?

Leadership to me is largely about vision and faith in people. I try to combine both. I of course lean heavily on the idea 

of leading with the big why? Why we do what we do matters immensely to us all and making that why clear in central to 

leadership. The why is not only from me, of course, but also from my staff and parents and others who helps us grow?
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Wrap up.  Which question do you think is the most important question I’ve asked you?

One of Allison’s teachers answered this question for the interviewer when she observed that “When I think of our Princi-

pal, I would say she has a vision for the future of education while being firmly planted in the present.”

Nancy Doda interviewed Principal Glickman-Rogers for NAL.
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Principal Project: Interview with Rob Warfield
Benjamin Milner

Dakar Academy

Dakar, Senegal

Rob Warfield is principal of Dakar Academy, a private, international, urban school in the midst of a huge urban center in 
Africa. His 250 elementary and secondary students are multilingual and multiracial.

1. When hiring a new teacher or staff member what particular qualities do you look for?

I seek teachers who are humble but not insecure, teachers who can acknowledge strengths and weaknesses. I want to 

work with teachers who give me feedback. I seek teachers who are motivated, passionate and have a long enduring vision 

and strong sense of perseverance. I look for EQ more than IQ.

2. How do you engage all stakeholders in articulating the school’s mission and how do you resolve conflicts that 

occur between your vision and that of others?

I seek teachers who hold our mission tentatively, who seek many peoples’ counsel even as they hold to the core of the 

school’s vision. I don’t expect all of them to hold on to every part of our mission statement. We regard our mission state-

ment as important, but it isn’t the highest value; we must also have adjustment strategies if things need to change.

3. What are the most significant challenges you face in leading your school?

Missionary schools are closing around the world because competition has increased in international schools and giving to 

missions is down. We are losing students due to an increase in travel time as Dakar’s traffic becomes worse and worse and 

there are more clashing values to deal with. 

4. Where do you draw support for meeting the challenges you face in leading your school?

We draw support from a united administrative team, its core leaders, a united board, prayer, Christian-centered commu-

nity, and those who worship at our school’s Church Service.

5. How do you make a positive difference in the lives of students who struggle in school?

To any struggling student we assign a mentor. That is crucial since we quickly evaluate students and their motivation. It 

is also critical that we give them manageable challenges to accomplish. We don’t want to create “learned helplessness” 

where they are overwhelmed and lose their motivation.

6. How do you lead an ambitious reform effort and sustain it over time?

 

In the short term, our attempt to reform teachers results in decline, but after five years we begin to see a very positive 

change. When we teach, we teach to application and understanding rather than mere content. Rather than spoon-feed-

ing them mere content, we ask students what difficulties are raised by the content that they are learning. We must have 

a long-term vision of moving past content to application and understanding. I make it my goal to implement this stance 

before I even think about finishing my tenure as Principal at Dakar.
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7. How do you define leadership and in what way do you see yourself as a leader?

With regard to leadership, we help students identify the gifts of others, show them their own gifts, give them responsibil-

ity in that area, and do not micromanage them. We call out actions when our core values are threatened, but we model 

disagreement on non-essential conflicts. We may disagree with them, yet we still follow their lead if the whole group 

agrees with them. We seek out and encourage hidden “glue people” knowing that they are important people; they may 

be overlooked, but we know they are very important people. So we celebrate them; we bring them to the table.

Finally, with regard to Leadership, I am a big picture thinker. I put the most important things first. I put detail people in 

the right position, but I focus on the big picture. I try to speak boldly about the big picture to the detail people but I also 

model the need for feedback while I accept criticism and even personal rebuke.

Wrap Up: Of these seven questions what do you consider the most important for Rob as he thought about his school 

and his leadership of it?

Benjamin Milner, who interviewed Rob Warfield, believed that question 6 where leadership was explored and defined was 

the most important question because it was essential to the way Warfield understood his work as Principal and hoped to 

lead the school.
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Privatizing Prisons - The Debate
Alexandra Taylor

Article Title: “Should Prisons Be Made Private?”
Article Author: Tribune News Service, adapted by Newsela staff
Source: Newsela
Date Published: August 21st, 2019

Basic Concept: 

Currently, the United States houses both private and government funded prisons. The US is known as the world’s leading 

jailer. The U.S. spends over $80 billion dollars on incarceration each year. To reduce these costs, governments have hired 

private companies who have begun to operate prison systems. Proponents of prison privatization suggest private prisons 

increase safety, provide performance-based contracts that support reform, and allow multiple service contracts. However, 

there is a concern with mass incarceration and the privatization of the criminal justice system. Opponents to privatization 

refer to corporation profits and targeting of vulnerable populations (i.e., poor and people of color).

Comment: 

Civil rights activists and change agents take a major stance on the issues that surround the profit motive.  The issue of 

mass incarceration and profiting off inmates brings to light many moral and ethical matters. We must ask ourselves, as a 

nation, do we help guide some of the most vulnerable populations of people out of their current situations?  Or do we 

foster a system that inherently creates more trouble and more obstacles for this group of individuals to overcome?  As the 

2020 election comes closer to launch, the Second Look Act, proposed by Senator and presidential contender Cory Booker 

will play a key role in many crucial debates. 

Quotations:

“The United States incarcerates more people than any country on Earth.”

“These corporations are taking advantage of crime policies from the 1980s that target poor communities and people of 

color.”

Questions: 

1. Is privatization more efficient and profitable?

2. How do private prisons impact the life of persons who are incarcerated? 

3. Statistics show a higher recidivism rate, how would you judge the impact of private prisons on U.S. society?   

4. What values and norms should be held in greater esteem than the profit motive? 

Allied Texts:

Capitalizing on Mass Incarceration: U.S. Growth in Private Prisons by Kara Gotsch and Vinay Basti, The New Jim Crow: 
Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander, Just Mercy by Bryan Stevenson
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A retired high school English teacher. She spent her last ten years of full-time teaching at the University of North Carolina 

School of the Arts. From 1985–2015, she worked as a consultant with College Board training AP English teachers through-
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Call for Articles and Posts

 Notes on American Letters is an online quarterly journal that is inclusive of multiple disciplines. NAL seeks articles 
that explore engaging literary texts or basic ideas from diverse fields such as art, religion, politics, natural sciences that 
engage students in the classrooms of grades 6–12.

 In addition to the Articles published in each of the four issues, readers are encouraged to submit wide-ranging, 
shorter Posts that follow a simple template.

Template for Posts

1. Title of Post
2. Post writer
3. Basic bibliographic information: Text’s Title, Author, Source, Publication Date, Internet Link
4. Brief concept of the Post
5. Comment
6. Two or three crucial quotes from the text
7. Two or more probing questions about the text
8. Two or more allied texts that support or counter the same topic

Submission Process for Articles and Posts

• Manuscripts should be sent electronically to Joe Milner (milner@wfu.edu) or Lindy Magiera (lindymagiera@alumni.wfu.
edu).
• Submissions should range from 600 to 1000 words. Authors should use the most important word from their title on the 
bottom right side of each page alongside the page number of each page. Pages should be double spaced throughout 
(including quotations, notes, and works cited) with standard margins.
• A brief statement should be provided that states that the manuscript has not been published or is not submitted else-
where.
• Copies of everything you send us should be saved. We cannot return any materials to authors.
• Authors’ names should not appear in the text or the reference list. Substitute ‘Author’ for citations in the text and in the 
reference list.
• Two Submissions Editors review submitted manuscripts within 20 days of their receipt. If the manuscript is accepted, the 
editors will provide suggestions for revision and return the revised text within 20 days to the author.

Publication and Submission Deadlines

Fall, September 15: Submit by July 15
Winter, December 15: Submit by October 15
Spring, March 15: Submit by January 15
Summer, June 15: Submit by April 15
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