We Wear the Mask

Paul Laurence Dunbar

We wear the mask that grins and lies,

It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes –

This debt we pay to human guile;

With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,

And mouth with myriad subtleties.

Why should the world be overwise,

In counting all our tears and sighs?

Nay, let them only see us, while


We wear the mask.

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries

To thee from tortured souls arise.

We sing, but oh the clay is vile

Beneath our feet, and long the mile;

But let the world dream otherwise,


We wear the mask!

Sympathy

Paul Laurence Dunbar

I know what the caged bird feels, alas!


When the sun is bright on the upland slopes;

When the wind stirs soft through the springing grass,

And the river flows like a stream of glass;


When the first bird sings and the first bud opes,

And the faint perfume from its chalice steals –

I know what the caged bird feels!

I know why the caged bird beats his wing


Till its blood is red on the cruel bars;

For he must fly back to his perch and cling

When he fain would be on the bough a-swing;


And a pain still throbs in the old, old scars

And they pulse again with a keener sting –

I know why he beats his wing!

I know why the caged bird sings, ah me,


When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore –

When he beats his bars and would be free;

It is not a carol of joy or glee,


But a prayer that he sends from his heart’s deep core

But a plea, that upward to Heaven he flings –

I know why the caged bird sings!

About the Poet…

first black American to support himself entirely by writing / wrote both elegant, formal poetry and dialect poetry / only black student in his high school class in Dayton, Ohio – president of the literary society, class poet, editor of the school newspaper / disillusioned by the critics’ tendencies to overlook his formal poetry / died of tuberculosis at the age of 34

Richard Cory

Edwin Arlington Robinson

Whenever Richard Cory went downtown,

We people on the pavement looked at him.

He was a gentleman from sole to crown,

Clean favored, and imperially slim.

And he was always quietly arrayed,

And he was always human when he talked;

But still he fluttered pulses when he said,

“Good morning,” and he glittered when he walked.

And he was rich – yes, richer than a king,

And admirably schooled in every grace:

In fine we thought that he was everything

To make us wish that we were in his place.

So, on we worked, and waited for the light,

And went without the meat, and cursed the bread;

And Richard Cory, one calm summer night,

Went home and put a bullet through his head.

Miniver Cheevy

Edwin Arlington Robinson

Miniver Cheevy, child of scorn,

Grew lean while he assailed the seasons;

He wept that he was ever born,

And he had reasons.

Miniver loved the days of old

When swords were bright and steeds were prancing;

The vision of a warrior bold

Would set him dancing.

Miniver sighed for what was not,

And dreamed, and rested from his labors;

He dreamed of Thebes and Camelot,

And Priam’s neighbors.

Miniver cursed the commonplace

And eyed a khaki suit with loathing;

He missed the medieval grace

Of iron clothing.

Miniver scorned the gold he sought,

But sore annoyed was he without it.

Miniver thought, and thought, and thought,

And thought about it.

Miniver Cheevy, born too late,

Scratched his head and kept on thinking;

Miniver coughed, and called it fate,

And kept on drinking.

About the Poet…
Forced to leave Harvard in order to help his family (father died; mother ill) / traditional looking poems with ironic twists / created the Tilbury Town cycle of poems / received the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1922
Fiddler Jones

Edgar Lee Masters

The earth keeps some vibration going 

There in your heart, and that is you.

And if the people find you can fiddle, 

Why, fiddle you must, for all your life.

What do you see, a harvest of clover?

Or a meadow to walk through to the river?

The wind’s in the corn:  you rub your hands

For beeves hereafter ready for market; 

Or else you hear the rustle of skirts

Like the girls when dancing at Little Grove.

To Cooney Potter a pillar of dust

Or whirling leaves meant ruinous drought;

They looked to me like Red-Head Sammy

Stepping it off to “Toor-a-Loor.”

How could I till my forty acres

Not to speak of getting more,

With a medley of horns, bassoons and piccolos

Stirred in my brain by crows and robins

And the creak of the windmill – only these?

And I never started to plow in my life

That someone did not stop in the road

And take me away to a dance or a picnic.

I ended up with forty acres;

I ended up with a broken fiddle –

And a broken laugh, and a thousand memories,

And not a single regret.

Eugene Carman

Rhodes slave!  Selling shoes and gingham

Flour and bacon, overalls, clothing, all day long

For fourteen hours a day for three hundred


And thirteen days 

For more than twenty years.

Saying “Yes’m” and “Yes, sir” and “Thank you”

A thousand times a day, and all for fifty dollars a month.

Living in this stinking room in the rattle-trap 

 
“Commercial.”

And compelled to go to Sunday School and to listenTo the Reverend Abner Peet one hundred and four times a 


Year

For more than an hour at a time,

Because Thomas Rhodes ran the church

As well as the store and the bank.

So while I was tying my neck-tie that morning

I suddenly saw myself in the glass:

My hair all gray, my face a sodden pie.

So I cursed and cursed:  You damned old thing!

You cowardly dog!  You rotten pauper!

You Rhodes’ slave!  Till Roger Baughman

Thought I was having a fight with someone

And looked through the transom just in time

To see me fall on the floor in a heap

From a broken vein in my head.

Lucinda Matlock

I went to dances at Chandlerville,

And played snap-out at Winchester.

One time we changed partners,

Driving home in the moonlight of middle June,

And then I found Davis.

We were married and lived together for seventy years,

Enjoying, working, raising the twelve children,

Eight of whom I lost 

Ere I had reached the age of sixty.

I spun, I wove, I kept the house, I nursed the sick,

I made the garden, and for holiday

Rambled over the fields where sang the larks,

And by Spoon River gathering many a shell,

And many a flower and medicinal weed –

Shouting to the wooded hills, singing to the green valleys.

At ninety-six I had lived enough, that is all,

And passed to a sweet repose.

What is this I hear of sorrow and weariness,

Anger, discontent, and drooping hopes?

Degenerate sons and daughters,

Life is too strong for you –

It takes life to love life.

Richard Bone

When I first came to Spoon River

I did not know whether what they told me

Was true or false.

They would bring me the epitaph

And stand around the shop while I worked

And say “He was so kind,” “He was wonderful,”

“She was the sweetest woman,” He was a consistent 


Christian.”

And I chiseled for them whatever they wished,

All in ignorance of its truth.

But later, as I lived among the people here,

I knew how near to the life

Were the epitaphs that were ordered for them as they  


died.

But still I chiseled whatever they paid me to chisel

And made myself party to the false chronicles of the 


Stones,

Even as the historian does who writes 

Without knowing the truth,

Or because he is influenced to hide it.

Richard Cory

Paul Simon, 1966

They say that Richard Cory owns one half of this whole town,
With political connections to spread his wealth around.
Born into society, a banker's only child,
He had everything a man could want: power, grace, and style.

But I, I work in his factory
And I curse the life I'm living
And I curse my poverty
And I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be
Richard Cory.

The papers print his picture almost everywhere he goes:
Richard Cory at the opera, Richard Cory at a show.
And the rumor of his parties and the orgies on his yacht!
Oh, he surely must be happy with everything he's got.

But I, I work in his factory
And I curse the life I'm living
And I curse my poverty
And I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be
Richard Cory.

He freely gave to charity, he had the common touch,
And they were grateful for his patronage and they thanked him very much,
So my mind was filled with wonder when the evening headlines read:
"Richard Cory went home last night and put a bullet through his head."

But I, I work in his factory
And I curse the life I'm living
And I curse my poverty
And I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be,
Oh, I wish that I could be
Richard Cory.
