Myrtle

How funny your name would be

if you could follow it back to where

the first person thought of saying it,

naming himself that, or maybe

some other persons thought of it

and named that person. It would

be like following a river to its source,

which would be impossible. Rivers have no source.

They just automatically appear at a place

where they get wider, and soon a real

river comes along, with fish and debris,

regal as you please, and someone

has already given it a name: St. Benno

(saints are popular for this purpose) or, or

some other name, the name of his

long-lost girlfriend, who comes

at long last to impersonate that river,

on a stage, her voice clanking

like its bed, her clothing of sand

and pasted paper, a piece of real technology,

while all along she is thinking, I can

do what I want to do. But I want to stay here.









              —John Ashbery

I Was Taught Three 

names for the tree facing my window

almost within reach, elastic 

with squirrels, memory banks, homes.

Castagno took itself to heart, its pods 

like urchins clung to where they landed

claiming every bit of shadow 

at the hem. Chassagne, on windier days,

nervous in taffeta gowns, 

whispering, on the verge of being

anarchic, though well bred. 

And then chestnut, whipped pale and clean

by all the inner reservoirs 

called upon to do their even share of work.

It was not the kind of tree 

got at by default—imagine that—not one

in which the only remaining leaf 

was loyal. No, this

was all first person, and I 

was the stem, holding within myself the whole

bouquet of three 

at once given and received: smallest roadmaps

of coincidence. What is the idea 

that governs blossoming? The human tree

clothed with its nouns, or this one 

just outside my window promising more firmly

than can be 

that it will reach my sill eventually, the leaves

silent as suppressed desires, and I 

a name among them.









     —Jorie Graham

Old Man

Old Man, or Lads-love, – in the name there's nothing

To one that knows not Lads-love, or Old Man, 

The hoar green feathery herb, almost a tree, 

Growing with rosemary and lavender.

Even to one that knows it well, the names

Half decorate, half perplex, the thing it is: 

At least, what that is clings not to the names

In spite of time. And yet I like the names.

The herb itself I like not, but for certain

I love it, as someday the child will love it

Who plucks a feather from the door-side bush

Whenever she goes in or out of the house.

Often she waits there, snipping the tips and shrivelling

The shreds at last on to the path, perhaps
Thinking, perhaps of nothing, till she sniffs

Her fingers and runs off. The bush is still

But half as tall as she, though it is as old; 

So well she clips it. Not a word she says; 

And I can only wonder how much hereafter

She will remember, with that bitter scent, 

Of garden rows, and ancient damson trees

Topping a hedge, a bent path to a door

A low thick bush beside the door, and me

Forbidding her to pick.

     As for myself, 

Where first I met the bitter scent is lost.

I, too, often shrivel the grey shreds, 

Sniff them and think and sniff again and try

Once more to think what it is I am remembering, 

Always in vain. I cannot like the scent, 

Yet I would rather give up others more sweet, 

With no meaning, than this bitter one.

I have mislaid the key. I sniff the spray

And think of nothing; I see and I hear nothing; 

Yet seem, too, to be listening, lying in wait

For what I should, yet never can, remember; 

No garden appears, no path, no hoar-green bush

Of Lad's-love, or Old Man, no child beside, 

Neither father nor mother, nor any playmate; 

Only an avenue, dark, nameless, without end.







          —Edward Thomas
Maiden Name
Marrying left your maiden name disused. 

Its five light sounds no longer mean your face, 

Your voice, and all your variants of grace; 

For since you were so thankfully confused 

By law with someone else, you cannot be 

Semantically the same as that young beauty: 

It was of her that these two words were used. 

Now it's a phrase applicable to no one, 

Lying just where you left it, scattered through 

Old lists, old programmes, a school prize or two, 

Packets of letters tied with tartan ribbon – 

Then is it scentless, weightless, strengthless wholly 

Untruthful? Try whispering it slowly. 

No, it means you. Or, since you’re past and gone, 

It means what we feel now about you then: 

How beautiful you were, and near, and young, 

So vivid, you might still be there among 

Those first few days, unfingermarked again. 

So your old name shelters our faithfulness, 

Instead of losing shape and meaning less 

With your depreciating luggage laden.









—Philip Larkin

