
Poetry and the Art of Survival 
 
Warming Up 
Something you want to learn 
 
 
 
 
 
Something you want to teach 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A time you really wanted to fix something 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A word or sign in your own love language 
 
 
 
 
 
Something you want to better understand about the world 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A place you know and love with all five senses  
 
 
 
 
 
Anything else visible in an x-ray of your heart today. 
 
 
 



 
Lyrical Genres: Ode and Elegy 
 
The art of the ode is to praise what’s beautiful. 
 
An ode is a lyrical celebration. Poets find different ways to recognize what matters, what 
has value, and what deserves recognition for bringing beauty into the world. 
Traditionally, an ode is a poem or song that celebrates an experience, person, 
accomplishment, or object. An ode can be about many things: a heroic figure, who is 
larger than life, or a small experience that helps people get through the day. Whether an 
ode is about a world-historical leader or a favorite pair of shoes, an ode offers pleasure 
and admiration. Odes help people endure by showing that the world, even with its 
terrible problems, holds something good worth protecting and sharing. 
 
An ode can be about anything: neighborhood friends, a chance encounter with a 
stranger on the street, a labor union (as in our examples) – or anything else. This week, 
I challenge you to write an ode to something in response to our lyrical artists. What do 
you think should be recognized as adding something strong and beautiful to the world? 
What form of value has been overlooked, and how can you help people look at it? What 
do we need to wake up our sense of admiration for this beautiful presence among us? 
 
1: List some possible subjects for your ode – a person, object, place, or activity that 
deserves positive recognition. You can write an ode about anything you like, love, or 
appreciate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2: Choose something or someone from your own list above. Write a few sentences 
about your choice. What do you like about this subject? What do people overlook or 
miss, that you think deserves to be valued? What makes the person or thing you 
selected unique, valuable, good, beautiful, or worthwhile? In other words: why would the 
world be poorer without this person or thing? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Step 3: Describe this person or thing in sensory language, in whatever way makes 
sense: sight, smell, sound, touch, taste. Describe what it feels like to be in the same 
room. Describe what makes this person or thing impactful or memorable. Give A LOT of 
descriptive language. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step 4: Describe this person or thing in some surprising poetic language, that is not 
literal or simply descriptive. Invent weirder images, including metaphors. In these non-
literal images, you can capture the essence of this thing or person, as you perceive it. 
What is a poetic description of this subject? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step 5: Write the poem. 
 
 
  



Elegy 
Elegy is an ancient lyric tradition for speaking to, about, and on behalf of the dead. 
Elegies are eloquent in their complex mix of feelings—grief, gratitude, anger, hope, 
confusion, love, and others. An elegy is a strong way to make sense of death, and 
sometimes to refuse to make sense of it. Elegies are important because they can make 
grief less lonely. Elegiac art can serve a community in pain. 
 
In these fundamental tasks for making human worlds across generations, elegy is 
uniquely charged with desire and ethical power. Elegy marks the limits of poetic 
imagining, where mortuary practices enter the complexity of language and art. Over two 
thousand years ago, the Roman poet Catullus addressed his dead brother in these lines 
(recently translated by Anne Carson): 
 

Many the peoples many the oceans I crossed -- 
I arrive at these poor, brother, burials 
so I could give you the last gift owed to death 
and talk (why?) with mute ash. 

 
Elegy is this urgent journey bearing uncertain offerings to address absence. A reckoning 
with human mortality, elegy is the art of working through grief and constructing memory. 
It explores our capacity to know absent presences, gather remains, and inhabit spaces 
with the dead. Some people think elegy is the degree zero of poetry, an origin-point of 
human song and origin-song of the human. 
 
Contemporary artists use the ancient tradition of elegy in many innovative ways. Every 
modern generation must re-invent its relations to the dead; elegy is the practice of this 
ongoing renewal: “dear air where you used to be, dear empty Chucks / by front door, 
dear whatever you are now, dear son” (Danez Smith, “summer, somewhere,” 2017). 
Elegy, a letter to the other side, moves between love poem, prayer, therapy, and other 
kinds of writing.  
 
In this packet, you will find elegies by Joy Harjo, Mark Strand, and Jane Kenyon. 
Aracelis Girmay’s amazing poem might be an elegy, but I’m not sure – it also seems like 
a call to celebrate all the living left to live. I’ll be curious what you think about it. If you’d 
like to try to write an elegy, you can share whatever you’re working on in class or for 
instructor feedback. 
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