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ROBERT LOWELL (1917-1977) 
 
Skunk Hour 
 
(for Elizabeth Bishop) 
 
Nautilus Island’s hermit 
heiress still lives through winter in her Spartan cottage; 
her sheep still graze above the sea. 
Her son’s a bishop. Her farmer 
is first selectman in our village; 
she’s in her dotage. 
 
Thirsting for 
the hierarchic privacy 
of Queen Victoria’s century 
she buys up all 
the eyesores facing her shore 
and lets them fall. 
 
The season’s ill – 
we’ve lost our summer millionaire 
who seemed to leap from an L. L. Bean 
catalogue. His nine-knot yawl 
was auctioned off to lobstermen. 
A red fox stain covers Blue Hill. 
 
And now our fairy 
decorator brightens his shop for fall; 
his fishnet’s filled with orange cork 
orange his cobbler’s bench and awl; 
there is no money in his work 
he’d rather marry. 
 
One dark night 
my Tutor Ford climbed the hill’s skull; 
I watched for love-cars. Lights turned down 
they lay together hull to hull 

where the graveyard shelves on the town.... 
My mind’s not right. 
 
A car radio bleats 
“Love, O careless Love....” I hear 
my ill-spirit sob in each blood cell, 
as if my hand were at its throat.... 
I myself am hell; 
nobody’s here– 
 
only skunks, that search 
in the moonlight for a bite to eat. 
They march on their soles up Main Street: 
white stripes, moonstruck eyes’ red fire 
under the chalk-dry and spar spire 
of the Trinitarian Church. 
 
I stand on top 
of our back steps and breathe the rich air-- 
a mother skunk with her column of kittens swills the garbage pail. 
She jabs her wedge-head in a cup 
of sour cream, drops her ostrich tail, 
and will not scare. 
(1959) 
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SYLVIA PLATH (1932-1963) 
 
Black Rook in Rainy Weather 
 
On the stiff twig up there 
Hunches a wet black rook 
Arranging and rearranging its feathers in the rain. 
I do not expect a miracle 
Or an accident  
 
To set the sight on fire 
In my eye, nor seek 
Any more in the desultory weather some design, 
But let spotted leaves fall as they fall, 
Without ceremony, or portent.  
 
Although, I admit, I desire, 
Occasionally, some backtalk 
From the mute sky, I can’t honestly complain: 
A certain minor light may still 
Leap incandescent  
 
Out of the kitchen table or chair 
As if a celestial burning took  
Possession of the most obtuse objects now and then ––  
Thus hallowing an interval 
Otherwise inconsequent  
 
By bestowing largesse, honor, 
One might say love. At any rate, I now walk 
Wary (for it could happen 
Even in this dull, ruinous landscape); sceptical, 
Yet politic; ignorant  
 
Of whatever angel may choose to flare 
Suddenly at my elbow. I only know that a rook 
Ordering its black feathers can so shine 
As to seize my senses, haul 

My eyelids up, and grant 
 
A brief respite from fear 
Of total neutrality. With luck, 
Trekking stubborn through this season 
Of fatigue, I shall 
Patch together a content  
 
Of sorts. Miracles occur, 
If you care to call those spasmodic 
Tricks of radiance miracles. The wait's begun again, 
The long wait for the angel, 
For that rare, random descent. 
(1960) 
 
 
 
 
 
WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS  (1883-1963) 
 
The Red Wheelbarrow 
 
so much depends 
upon 
 
a red wheel 
barrow 
 
glazed with rain 
water 
 
beside the white 
chickens 
(1923) 
 


