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Writing Two Modern Poems on Chalk and Lamplight: How to
Build Images and Cut Slogans

For the poems on chalk and lamplight, the assignment has already fixed the
images. Only one task remains: let the images speak, and delete everything you wanted

to shout.

In the chalk poem, the core is wearing away. Do not write wear directly; write
the process. A piece of chalk crossing the blackboard grows a notch shorter —
everyone has seen it. Catch two moments: one, the chalk is gripped until it can no
longer be gripped, the stub falls to the floor, the teacher bends to pick it up and
keeps writing, and another layer grinds off between the fingers. The other is chalk
dust: it settles on cuffs, fingertips, the wooden edge of the podium, like a thin
layer of snow. A poem about the life of chalk is really about all this falling and

shortening.
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A model outline: start the first line with sound — when you write on the board,
the classroom holds a fine rustling, as if someone were walking far away. In the
middle, write the wearing: a journey of thirty or forty centimeters, walked in a
hurry, and with every step you grow shorter. End on the dust — at last you gave
yourself away, becoming that white on the cuff; one gust of wind, and it lands on
forty—three desks. Replace forty—three with your own class number and the line lands

solid.

In the lamplight poem, the core is lesson preparation. Do not use the term
directly either; write what the lamp can see: open study guides, a pencil striking a
line through the lesson plan and writing another, a cup of water gone cold untouched,
the world outside the window going from noisy to silent. The sense of time under the
lamp must come from the changes of these objects, never from lines like the night was

deep.

A model outline: write from the lamp’s side — that lamp keeps no schedule; on
nights of lesson planning it wakes first, on nights of grading it sleeps last. In the
middle, write the objects: the words on the lesson plan revised again and again, one
problem prepared three ways, the last one left on the blackboard, the first two
struck out — more struck out than kept. At the end, tie the lamp to the student:
years later I forgot that problem, yet I remember the lamp throwing its light onto

your back; in that enormous office, only one desk was bright.

Keep each poem at ten to fourteen lines. The slogan test is simple: if any line
merely declares — teacher, your toil; you are the diligent gardener — delete it and
replace it with a picture. If deleting feels like losing something, that line never

belonged to the poem; it belonged to a greeting card.
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