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Ave Maria 
 
Mothers of America 
                                 let your kids go to the movies! 
get them out of the house so they won’t know what you’re up to    
it’s true that fresh air is good for the body 
                                                                    but what about the soul    
that grows in darkness, embossed by silvery images 
and when you grow old as grow old you must 
                                                                           they won’t hate you    
they won’t criticize you they won’t know 
                                                                    they’ll be in some glamorous country    
they first saw on a Saturday afternoon or playing hookey 
 
they may even be grateful to you 
                                                      for their first sexual experience    
which only cost you a quarter 
                                                 and didn’t upset the peaceful home    
they will know where candy bars come from 
                                                                        and gratuitous bags of popcorn    
as gratuitous as leaving the movie before it’s over 
with a pleasant stranger whose apartment is in the Heaven on Earth Bldg    
near the Williamsburg Bridge 
                                                 oh mothers you will have made the little tykes 
so happy because if nobody does pick them up in the movies    
they won’t know the difference 
                                                   and if somebody does it’ll be sheer gravy    
and they’ll have been truly entertained either way 
instead of hanging around the yard 
                                                         or up in their room 
                                                                                        hating you 
prematurely since you won’t have done anything horribly mean yet    
except keeping them from the darker joys 
                                                                    it’s unforgivable the latter    
so don’t blame me if you won’t take this advice 
                                                                             and the family breaks up    
and your children grow old and blind in front of a TV set 
                                                                                            seeing    
movies you wouldn’t let them see when they were young 
 
(1960) 
 
  



The Day Lady Died 
 
It is 12:20 in New York a Friday 
three days after Bastille day, yes 
it is 1959 and I go get a shoeshine 
because I will get off the 4:19 in Easthampton 
at 7:15 and then go straight to dinner 
and I don’t know the people who will feed me 
 
I walk up the muggy street beginning to sun 
and have a hamburger and a malted and buy 
an ugly NEW WORLD WRITING to see what the poets 
in Ghana are doing these days 
                                                I go on to the bank 
and Miss Stillwagon (first name Linda I once heard) 
doesn’t even look up my balance for once in her life 
and in the GOLDEN GRIFFIN I get a little Verlaine 
for Patsy with drawings by Bonnard although I do 
think of Hesiod, trans. Richmond Lattimore or 
Brendan Behan’s new play or Le Balcon or Les Nègres 
of Genet, but I don’t, I stick with Verlaine 
after practically going to sleep with quandariness 
 
and for Mike I just stroll into the PARK LANE 
Liquor Store and ask for a bottle of Strega and 
then I go back where I came from to 6th Avenue 
and the tobacconist in the Ziegfeld Theatre and 
casually ask for a carton of Gauloises and a carton 
of Picayunes, and a NEW YORK POST with her face on it 
 
and I am sweating a lot by now and thinking of 
leaning on the john door in the 5 SPOT 
while she whispered a song along the keyboard 
to Mal Waldron and everyone and I stopped breathing 
 
(1959) 
 
  



Why I Am Not A Painter 
 
I am not a painter, I am a poet. 
Why? I think I would rather be 
a painter, but I am not. Well, 
 
for instance, Mike Goldberg 
is starting a painting. I drop in. 
“Sit down and have a drink” he 
says. I drink; we drink. I look 
up. “You have SARDINES in it.” 
“Yes, it needed something there.” 
“Oh.” I go and the days go by 
and I drop in again. The painting 
is going on, and I go, and the days 
go by. I drop in. The painting is 
finished. “Where’s SARDINES?” 
All that’s left is just 
letters, “It was too much,” Mike says. 
 
But me? One day I am thinking of 
a color: orange. I write a line 
about orange. Pretty soon it is a 
whole page of words, not lines. 
Then another page. There should be 
so much more, not of orange, of 
words, of how terrible orange is 
and life. Days go by. It is even in 
prose, I am a real poet. My poem 
is finished and I haven’t mentioned 
orange yet. It’s twelve poems, I call 
it ORANGES. And one day in a gallery 
I see Mike’s painting, called SARDINES. 
 
(1956) 
 
  



In Memory of My Feelings 
to Grace Hartigan 
 
My quietness has a man in it, he is transparent 
and he carries me quietly, like a gondola, through the streets. 
He has several likenesses, like stars and years, like numerals. 
 
My quietness has a number of naked selves, 
so many pistols I have borrowed to protect myselves 
from creatures who too readily recognize my weapons 
and have murder in their heart! 
                                                  though in winter 
they are warm as roses, in the desert 
taste of chilled anisette. 
                                       At times, withdrawn, 
I rise into the cool skies 
and gaze on at the imponderable world with the simple identification 
of my colleagues, the mountains. Manfred climbs to my nape, 
speaks, but I do not hear him, 
                                                       I’m too blue. 
An elephant takes up his trumpet, 
money flutters from the windows of cries, silk stretching its mirror 
across shoulder blades. A gun is “fired.” 
                                                                      One of me rushes 
to window #13 and one of me raises his whip and one of me 
flutters up from the center of the track amidst the pink flamingoes, 
and underneath their hooves as they round the last turn my lips 
are scarred and brown, brushed by tails, masked in dirt’s lust, 
definition, open mouths gasping for the cries of the bettors for the lungs 
of earth. 
              So many of my transparencies could not resist the race! 
Terror in earth, dried mushrooms, pink feathers, tickets, 
a flaking moon drifting across the muddied teeth, 
the imperceptible moan of covered breathing, 
                                                                         love of the serpent! 
I am underneath its leaves as the hunter crackles and pants 
and bursts, as the barrage balloon drifts behind a cloud 
and animal death whips out its flashlight, 
                                                                  whistling 
and slipping the glove off the trigger hand. The serpent’s eyes 
redden at sight of those thorny fingernails, he is so smooth! 
                                                                      My transparent selves 
flail about like vipers in a pail, writhing and hissing 
without panic, with a certain justice of response 
and presently the aquiline serpent comes to resemble the Medusa. 
 
(1956) 
  



My Heart 
 
I’m not going to cry all the time 
nor shall I laugh all the time, 
I don’t prefer one “strain” to another. 
I’d have the immediacy of a bad movie, 
not just a sleeper, but also the big, 
overproduced first-run kind. I want to be 
at least as alive as the vulgar. And if 
some aficionado of my mess says “That’s 
not like Frank!”, all to the good! I 
don’t wear brown and grey suits all the time, 
do I? No. I wear workshirts to the opera, 
often. I want my feet to be bare, 
I want my face to be shaven, and my heart— 
you can’t plan on the heart, but 
the better part of it, my poetry, is open. 
 
(1955) 
 


