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Diving Into the Wreck  
 

First having read the book of myths, 
and loaded the camera, 
and checked the edge of the knife-blade, 
I put on the body-armor of black rubber 
the absurd flippers 
the grave and awkward mask. 
I am having to do this 
not like Cousteau with his 
assiduous team 
aboard the sun-flooded schooner 
but here alone. 
 
There is a ladder. 
The ladder is always there 
hanging innocently 
close to the side of the schooner. 
We know what it is for, 
we who have used it. 
Otherwise 
it is a piece of maritime floss 
some sundry equipment. 
 
I go down. 
Rung after rung and still 
the oxygen immerses me 
the blue light 
the clear atoms 
of our human air. 
I go down. 
My flippers cripple me, 
I crawl like an insect down the ladder 
and there is no one 
to tell me when the ocean 
will begin. 
 
First the air is blue and then 
it is bluer and then green and then 



black I am blacking out and yet 
my mask is powerful 
it pumps my blood with power 
the sea is another story 
the sea is not a question of power 
I have to learn alone 
to turn my body without force 
in the deep element. 
 
And now: it is easy to forget 
what I came for 
among so many who have always 
lived here 
swaying their crenellated fans 
between the reefs 
and besides 
you breathe differently down here. 
 
I came to explore the wreck. 
The words are purposes. 
The words are maps. 
I came to see the damage that was done 
and the treasures that prevail. 
I stroke the beam of my lamp 
slowly along the flank 
of something more permanent 
than fish or weed 
 
the thing I came for: 
the wreck and not the story of the wreck 
the thing itself and not the myth 
the drowned face always staring 
toward the sun 
the evidence of damage 
worn by salt and sway into this threadbare beauty 
the ribs of the disaster 
curving their assertion 
among the tentative haunters. 
 
This is the place. 
And I am here, the mermaid whose dark hair 
streams black, the merman in his armored body. 



We circle silently 
about the wreck 
we dive into the hold. 
I am she: I am he 
 
whose drowned face sleeps with open eyes 
whose breasts still bear the stress 
whose silver, copper, vermeil cargo lies 
obscurely inside barrels 
half-wedged and left to rot 
we are the half-destroyed instruments 
that once held to a course 
the water-eaten log 
the fouled compass 
 
We are, I am, you are 
by cowardice or courage 
the one who find our way 
back to this scene 
carrying a knife, a camera 
a book of myths 
in which 
our names do not appear. 
 
 

A Mark of Resistance 
 
Stone by stone I pile 
this cairn of my intention 
with the noon's weight on my back, 
exposed and vulnerable 
across the slanting fields 
which I love but cannot save 
from floods that are to come; 
can only fasten down 
with this work of my hands, 
these painfully assembled 
stones, in the shape of nothing 
that has ever existed before. 
A pile of stones: an assertion 
that this piece of country matters 
 



for large and simple reasons. 
A mark of resistance, a sign. 
 
 

What Kind of Times are These 
 
There's a place between two stands of trees where the grass grows uphill 
and the old revolutionary road breaks off into shadows 
near a meeting-house abandoned by the persecuted 
who disappeared into those shadows. 
 
I've walked there picking mushrooms at the edge of dread, but don't be fooled 
this isn't a Russian poem, this is not somewhere else but here, 
our country moving closer to its own truth and dread, 
its own ways of making people disappear. 
 
I won't tell you where the place is, the dark mesh of the woods 
meeting the unmarked strip of light— 
ghost-ridden crossroads, leafmold paradise: 
I know already who wants to buy it, sell it, make it disappear. 
 
And I won't tell you where it is, so why do I tell you 
anything? Because you still listen, because in times like these 
to have you listen at all, it's necessary 
to talk about trees. 
 
 

Aunt Jennifer's Tigers 
 
Aunt Jennifer’s tigers prance across a screen, 
Bright topaz denizens of a world of green. 
They do not fear the men beneath the tree; 
They pace in sleek chivalric certainty. 
Aunt Jennifer’s fingers fluttering through her wool 
Find even the ivory needle hard to pull. 
The massive weight of Uncle’s wedding band 
Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer’s hand. 
When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie 
Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by. 
The tigers in the panel that she made 
Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid. 
 



Planetarium 
 
Thinking of Caroline Herschel (1750—1848) 
astronomer, sister of William; and others. 
A woman in the shape of a monster    
a monster in the shape of a woman    
the skies are full of them 
 
a woman      ‘in the snow 
among the Clocks and instruments    
or measuring the ground with poles’ 
 
in her 98 years to discover    
8 comets 
 
she whom the moon ruled    
like us 
levitating into the night sky    
riding the polished lenses 
 
Galaxies of women, there 
doing penance for impetuousness    
ribs chilled    
in those spaces    of the mind 
 
An eye, 
 
          ‘virile, precise and absolutely certain’ 
          from the mad webs of Uranusborg 
 
                                                            encountering the NOVA    
 
every impulse of light exploding 
 
from the core 
as life flies out of us 
 
             Tycho whispering at last 
             ‘Let me not seem to have lived in vain’ 
 
What we see, we see    
and seeing is changing 



 
the light that shrivels a mountain    
and leaves a man alive 
 
Heartbeat of the pulsar 
heart sweating through my body 
 
The radio impulse    
pouring in from Taurus 
 
         I am bombarded yet         I stand 
 
I have been standing all my life in the    
direct path of a battery of signals 
the most accurately transmitted most    
untranslatable language in the universe 
I am a galactic cloud so deep      so invo- 
luted that a light wave could take 15    
years to travel through me       And has    
taken      I am an instrument in the shape    
of a woman trying to translate pulsations    
into images    for the relief of the body    
and the reconstruction of the mind. 
 
 
 
 
 


