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I allow myself to dream of roses 

though I know 
the bloody war continues. 

—Essex Hemphill,  
from Heavy Breathing 

  
I don’t consider myself to be a ‘political poet.’ Of course, as an 
African-American living in these United States, anything I say is 
political; as an openly Gay man also, just about anything I do is a 
political act as well. For the most part, however, whenever I try 
to write something critical of the endless war in Iraq, the 
drumbeat for war against Iran, or about the shameless thugs that 
now occupy the White House, I feel the work comes out much 
too angry (because I am angry) and more essay than poem. As a 
writer with a stumblebum sense of perfectionism, I worry that 
my ‘political’ poems don’t belong in the same room as the work 
of, say, Wilfred Owen, or Adrienne Rich, or Randall Jarrell’s 
Ball Turret Gunner. 
  
It also seems to me that those of us on this side of the political 
spectrum have to do more than just be against something. Here 
in Baltimore we’ve seen a former mayor’s administration plaster 
posters and bumper stickers all around the city asking us to 
“Believe.” Fine – Believe in what? So too with those of us 
against the war: we are anti-war, but what do we believe in? 
What are we for? What does the alternative to war look like, 
smell like, taste like?  
  
Poetry helps to answer these questions by giving both writers 
and readers visions of the possible. While giving comfort and 
pleasure to readers and listeners and speaking to what’s 
happening now, poets also help to create the future. Not that we 
versifiers know more than anyone else about what tomorrow will 
look like, but rather, through our work, we insist that there must 
BE a future, that there’s something out there worth living for. 
Something worth bringing the troops back home to. 
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So now I must devote my days to The Pleasures of Peace – 
To my contemporaries I’ll leave the Horrors of War, 
They can do them better than I – each poet shares only a portion 
Of the vast Territory of Rhyme . Here in Peace shall I stake out 
My temporal and permanent claim. But such silver as I find 
I will give to the Universe – the gold I’ll put in other poems. 

               —Kenneth Koch, from The Pleasures of Peace 
  
Poet and literature professor at Columbia University Kenneth Koch 
responded to the demonstrations against the Vietnam War on campus 
in the spring of 1968 with his first overtly political poem, The 
Pleasures of Peace. Beginning with the line, ‘Another ribald tale of 
the good times at Madame Lipsky’s,’ the poem is a vast comic litany 
of possibilities from the sacred to the profane, both mundane and 
spectacular, all pouring out in a jaunty, almost endless flow of 
words. Early in the poem Koch writes, 
  

“You don’t get it,” I said. “I like all this. I called this poem 
Pleasures of Peace because I’m not sure they will be lasting! 
I wanted people to be able to see what these pleasures are 
That they may come back to them.” 
                             —Kenneth Koch, from The Pleasures of Peace 

 
‘Oh the Pleasures of Peace are infinite and they cannot be counted—
//One single piece of pink mint chewing gum contains more 
pleasures//Than the whole rude gallery of war!’ in Koch’s wide 
ranging vision, Conservatives, Liberals, Independents, Alsatians, 
Albanians – and Iranians – all are weeping, or parading, or 
screaming for peace. Big boats and little apes, Mediterranean 
peaches and Swiss plums, serpents and DaVinci’s Last Supper, 
Robert E. Lee and the poet “Giorgio Finogle,” a stand-in for Allen 
Ginsburg, all line up in support of peace. “Here are listed all the 
Pleasures of Peace that there could possibly be,” he writes – and then 
comes close to fulfilling that impossible task with hilarious and 
exhausting exuberance. It is one of the longest, wildest, funniest, and 
most joy filled poems of the last half of the 20th Century, the perfect 
antidote to the horrors of Vietnam .  
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I find myself resolutely in Kenneth Koch’s corner. I feel we need 
to remind people of what we are not able to focus on, what the 
‘peace dividend’ will help bring forth, when the war in Iraq is 
finally over. But ultimately, as an artist, you do what you feel 
that you can do. If it’s meant for you to grow roses in a time of 
war, then so be it. Someone has to keep the lights on, and the 
candles lit, in an age of darkness. 
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University of Baltimore 

February 13, 2003 
 
Afterwards, all smiles, 
greetings, hugs, plans,  
the shared music of Walt 
  
Whitman in our ears, singing 
in our souls, translating  
drumbeat to heartbeat. 
 
It doesn’t stop, it does 
not stop, the insistent 
martial clatter, the cold wind 
blowing in from the Capital, 
calculation hiding behind 
the mask of inevitability 
 
We do not stop. Together 
we bundle up against the weather, 
our prayers flickering candles 
 
against the encroaching night, 
wrap ourselves in a weave of words 
binding us to the other, 
 
holding us together, holding us 
to the world. And we don’t 
Stop. We do not stop. 
 
We 
Do not 
Stop 
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 NBA All Star Game, 13 February 1983 
 
This is about Love.  About Pain. 
About how sweet it is,  
the Real Thing. 
   Direct. 
    Unrequited. 
     One-sided. 

       
 Can I get a witness? 

 
But he’s known One More Heartache. 
He knows all about that. 
 
About Love trapped in the blood no getaway 
Even after you’ve gone: 
 
Leave her 
     My mistake 
Leave town 
                Was to love You 
Leave the country. 
     When did You 
           Stop loving me…? 
 
Marvin sings. 
              If this world were mine 
He knows words can lie, conceal 
     Heard it through 

     The grapevine 
 
Makes this song a promissory note, 
Makes (Midnight) love to  
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The Dream 
Hushed, sensual, 
Slow healing. 
His tribe Last of the Beleivers 
             Makes me wanna holler 
The only Real Americans left     
             The way They do my life 
Yearning. 
 
Marvin sings. Caresses words. 
The nation, fickle, 
Seduced by the familiar: 
A distant lover persuaded to do right 
      That’s the way love is 

       gently 
Before she gives up her Secret, 
Releases Freedom,  
A river, soft as her kiss      
          All I need to get by 
Then strong and sudden, true,  
Says, Let’s Get It… 
With bombs bursting in air 
     Can I get a WIT-ness? 
 
By Dawn’s 
 
Early 
 
Light 
 
 

(Do you know the meaning of 
“Been Sanctified 
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Poet Reginald Harris’ book 10 Tongues (Three Conditions 
Press, 2001) was a Finalist for a Lambda Literary Award and 
ForeWord Book of the Year.  He has received grants from the 
Maryland State Arts Council for poetry and fiction, and works at 
Enoch Pratt Free Library in Baltimore, Maryland.  Recent work 
has appeared in the anthologies Voices Rising: Celebrating 20 
Years of Black Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Writing 
and The Ringing Ear: Black Poets Lean South.   
 
Artist Minas Konsolas images are Peace Typewriter (p.1), 
Typewriter (p.4), and Clear Vision (p.8).  Konsolas says he 
develops canvases by adding and eliminating multiple layers of 
paint. He creates images by scraping and smearing, and this 
process allows him to paint and draw at the same time.  Born in 
Greece, he owns Minas Gallery, an alternative art space and 
vintage clothing store that hosts literary and art events in 
Baltimore, Maryland.  More information can be found at 
www.minasgalleryandboutique.com. 
 
“Poets Against the War: Ars Poetica,” “Roses in a Time of 
War,” and images of Konsolas’ paintings previously appeared in 
Poems Against War: Ars Poetica (Wasteland Press 2008).   


