
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Tears, Idle Tears 

 
        Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean, 
Tears from the depth of some divine despair 
Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes, 
In looking on the happy Autumn-fields, 
And thinking of the days that are no more. 
 
         Fresh as the first beam glittering on a sail, 
That brings our friends up from the underworld, 
Sad as the last which reddens over one 
That sinks with all we love below the verge; 
So sad, so fresh, the days that are no more. 
 
         Ah, sad and strange as in dark summer dawns 
The earliest pipe of half-awakened birds 
To dying ears, when unto dying eyes 
The casement slowly grows a glimmering square; 
So sad, so strange, the days that are no more. 
 
         Dear as remembered kisses after death, 
And sweet as those by hopeless fancy feigned 
On lips that are for others; deep as love, 
Deep as first love, and wild with all regret; 
O Death in Life, the days that are no more! 
 
 
      —Alfred Tennyson 



  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An Ancient Gesture 
 
I thought, as I wiped my eyes on the corner of my apron: 
Penelope did this too. 
And more than once: you can’t keep weaving all day 
And undoing it all through the night; 
Your arms get tired, and the back of your neck gets tight; 
And along towards morning, when you think it will never be light, 
And your husband has been gone, and you don’t know where, for years. 
Suddenly you burst into tears; 
There is simply nothing else to do. 
 
And I thought, as I wiped my eyes on the corner of my apron: 
This is an ancient gesture, authentic, antique, 
In the very best tradition, classic, Greek; 
Ulysses did this too. 
But only as a gesture,—a gesture which implied 
To the assembled throng that he was much too moved to speak. 
He learned it from Penelope… 
Penelope, who really cried. 
 
 
    —Edna St Vincent Millay 
 
  



Sestina 
 
September rain falls on the house. 
In the failing light, the old grandmother 
sits in the kitchen with the child 
beside the Little Marvel Stove, 
reading the jokes from the almanac, 
laughing and talking to hide her tears. 
 
She thinks that her equinoctial tears 
and the rain that beats on the roof of the house 
were both foretold by the almanac, 
but only known to a grandmother. 
The iron kettle sings on the stove. 
She cuts some bread and says to the child, 
 
It’s time for tea now; but the child 
is watching the teakettle’s small hard tears 
dance like mad on the hot black stove, 
the way the rain must dance on the house. 
Tidying up, the old grandmother 
hangs up the clever almanac 
 
on its string. Birdlike, the almanac 
hovers half open above the child, 
hovers above the old grandmother 
and her teacup full of dark brown tears. 
She shivers and says she thinks the house 
feels chilly, and puts more wood in the stove. 
 
It was to be, says the Marvel Stove. 
I know what I know, says the almanac. 
With crayons the child draws a rigid house 
and a winding pathway. Then the child 
puts in a man with buttons like tears 
and shows it proudly to the grandmother. 
 
But secretly, while the grandmother 
busies herself about the stove, 
the little moons fall down like tears 
from between the pages of the almanac 
into the flower bed the child 
has carefully placed in the front of the house. 
 
Time to plant tears, says the almanac. 
The grandmother sings to the marvelous stove 
and the child draws another inscrutable house. 

 
       —Elizabeth Bishop 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Peeling Onions 
 
Only to have a grief 
equal to all these tears! 
 
There’s not a sob in my chest. 
Dry-hearted as Peer Gynt 
I pare away, no hero, 
merely a cook. 
 
Crying was labor, once 
when I’d good cause. 
Walking, I felt my eyes like wounds 
raw in my head, 
so postal-clerks, I thought, must stare. 
A dog’s look, a cat’s, burnt to my brain— 
yet all that stayed 
stuffed in my lungs like smog. 
 
These old tears in the chopping-bowl. 
 
    
     —Adrienne Rich 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Midsummer Ice 
  
Remember how I used 
to carry ice in from the road 
for the ice chest, half running, 
the white rectangle clamped in bare hands 
the only utter cold 
in all those summer paddocks? 
  
How, swaying, I’d hurry it inside 
en bloc and watering, with the butter 
and the wrapped bread precarious on top of it? 
“Poor Leslie,” you would say, 
“your hands are cold as charity–” 
You made me take the barrow 
but uphill it was heavy. 
  
We’d no tongs, and a bag 
would have soaked and bumped, off balance. 
I loved to eat the ice, 
chip it out with the butcher knife’s grey steel. 
It stopped good things rotting 
and it had a strange comb at its heart, 
a splintered horizon rife with zero pearls. 
  
But you don’t remember. 
A doorstop of numbed creek water the colour of tears 
but you don’t remember. 
I will have to die before you remember. 
  
  
                                      —Les Murray 
 


