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from Ourselves or Nothing, by Carolyn Forché 

 
It is either the beginning or the end 

of the world, and the choice is ourselves 
or nothing. 

 
 

This packet explores some of the foundational concepts of poetry and poetics from a 
variety of world cultures, allowing students to develop their writing and sense of personal 
poetic while it facilitates their poetic self expression.  Whenever possible, students are 
encouraged to share their work with their peers, to provide constructive feedback to each 
other, and to take part in an international poetry exchange with students in the United 
States and Palestine through the Research Journalism Initiative (go to 
http://rji.tiged.org/acw/videos for samples of digital poems from JDKlein’s Advanced 
Poetry Class).  The full Poetry of Witness course packet used in Palestine can be 
downloaded at http://www.4shared.com/document/Vr_9wLYq/RJI_Poetry_Workshop-
Full_Packe.html 

 
These Poetry of Witness materials explore the following: 
 
Fundamentals of poetry: 

• show, don’t tell—inherently visual, not didactic or direct 
• visual word choice—choose the most visual, resonant words (i.e. die vs. crucify) 
• avoid ineffable words—love, soul, forever... 
• avoid rhyme and meter (patterned)—free verse gives you more creative freedom 
• use line breaks, capitals and limited punctuation for natural flow/rythms and 

increased resonance; read aloud, listen to and think about the rhythms of 
language choice 

• disparate imagery—trust odd ideas (tasting sounds, smelling tastes, etc.) 
• engage multiple senses (textures, sounds, tastes, smells, sights) 
• make up your own rules, and break them whenever you feel like it 

 
Poem as portraiture—poems that describe life via a person—visual features become a 
metaphor for personality characteristics (see Rainer Maria Rilke and Pablo Neruda) 
 
Poem as a snapshot—using the poem to describe a moment.  Family albums, snapshot 
moments that capture life, family, etc. (see Anna Ahkmatova) 
 
Poem as a house, structure, place—show your life through the nuances of your home, 
street, yard, bedroom, neighborhood (see Willie Perdomo) 
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Poem inspired by art—use a favorite painting, sculpture, photograph, etc. as a vehicle for 
exploring life or the future you hope for  
 
Poetry of Witness—using poetry to express and bear witness to the realities of daily life 
during conflict (see Carolyn Forche and Denise Levertov) 
 
Poetry as a Letter—write a poem as a letter to your own younger self or later generations 
(see Claribel Alegria) 

 
Attack Poetry—write a poem that attacks a person or topic that really makes you angry—
but try to stay poetic/visual and avoid slogans and war cries (see Kofi Awoonor) 
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"A Soldier Dreams of White Tulips" 
by Mahmoud Darwish, Palestine 
 
 
He dreams of white tulips, an olive branch, her breasts in evening blossom. 
He dreams of a bird, he tells me, of lemon flowers. 
He does not intellectualize about his dream. He understands things as he  

senses and smells them. 
Homeland for him, he tells me, is to drink my mother's coffee, to return  

at nightfall. 
 
And the land? I don't know the land, he said. 
I don't feel it in my flesh and blood, as they say in the poems. 
Suddenly I saw the land as one sees a grocery store, a street, newspapers. 
 
I asked him, but don't you love the land? My land is a picnic, he said, a glass of wine,  

a love affair. 
‐‐Would you die for the land? 
­­No! 
All my attachment to the land is no more than a story or a fiery speech! 
They taught me to love it, but I never felt it in my heart. 
I never knew its roots and branches, or the scent of its grass. 
 
‐‐And what about its love? Did it burn like suns and desire? 
He looked straight at me and said: I love it with my gun. 
And by unearthing feasts in the garbage of the past 
and a deaf­mute idol whose age and meaning are unknown. 
 
He told me about the moment of departure, how his mother 
silently wept when they led him to the front, 
how her anguished voice gave birth to a new hope in his flesh 
that doves might flock through the Ministry of War. 
 
He drew on his cigarette. He said, as if fleeing from a swamp of blood, 
I dreamt of white tulips, an olive branch, a bird embracing the dawn on a  

lemon branch. 
‐‐And what did you see? 
­­I saw what I did: 
a blood­red boxthorn. 
I blasted them in the sand . . . in their chests . . . in their bellies. 
‐‐How many did you kill? 
­­It's impossible to tell. I only got one medal. 
 
Pained, I asked him to tell me about one of the dead. 
 
He shifted in his seat, fiddled with the folded newspaper, 
then said, as if breaking into song: 
He collapsed like a tent on stones, embracing shattered planets. 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His high forehead was crowned with blood. His chest was empty of medals. 
He was not a well­trained fighter, but seemed instead to be a peasant, a worker,  

or a peddlar. 
Like a tent he collapsed and died, his arms stretched out like dry creek­beds. 
When I searched his pockets for a name, I found two photographs, one of his  

wife, the other of his daughter. 
 
Did you feel sad? I asked. 
Cutting me off, he said, Mahmoud, my friend, 
sadness is a white bird that does not come near a battlefield. 
Soldiers commit a sin when they feel sad. 
I was there like a machine spitting hellfire and death, 
turning space into a black bird. 
 
He told me about his first love, and later, about distant streets, 
about reactions to the war in the heroic radio and the press. 
As he hid a cough in his handkerchief I asked him: 
Shall we meet again? 
Yes, but in a city far away. 
 
When I filled his fourth glass, I asked jokingly: 
Are you off? what about the homeland? 
Give me a break, he replied. 
I dream of white tulips, streets of song, a house of light. 
I need a kind heart, not a bullet. 
I need a bright day, not a mad, fascist moment of triumph. 
I need a child to cherish a day of laughter, not a weapon of war. 
I came to live for rising suns, not to witness their setting. 
 
He said goodbye and went looking for white tulips, 
a bird welcoming the dawn on an olive branch. 
He understands things only as he senses and smells them. 
Homeland for him, he said, is to drink my mother's coffee, to return, safely,  

at nightfall. 
 
 
(Translated by Munir Akash and Carolyn Forché) 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“A Margin for a Nomad” 
by Falastine Dwikat, Palestine 
 
 
I try to keep our basils green 
But I am not a hero 
And autumn has wrapped its’ shawl around us 
And we will never have our coffee together. 
You may not know that I don’t like coffee 
But I can never forget that you said 
It tastes like me 
Tense but yet, sweet. 
Now I know, coffee is not sweet 
And so are your words. 
 
I am not a hero 
It’s meaningless to stand alone 
When all the stories collapse 
What’s our life without a story? 
What would I say to my epithets? 
Doctrines can’t give us love 
Only principles can. 
 
I am not myself anymore 
Don’t remind me of my promises 
My gushing passions 
“Love itself is what’s left over 
when being in love has burned away”* 
I stand in the rows 
Walk down all the ready made phrases 
I prefer life beyond philosophies 
And death… beyond sour words 
But life is not you and I 
And the rain writes its’ own poem 
Where we are not. 
 
We are two lost souls 
Struggling to finish their last dance 
While love sits in a dark corner 
Waiting for the rain to fall 
Wash our gestures 
And give us a second chance 
To be anyone, anything, but ourselves. 
 
Nomads we will always be 
Living in words 
With nothing living inside of us 
Nothing within 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And our search will go on 
Find your words and swords 
And I’ll be looking for my home 
A margin, where words can grow. 
 
* Louise de Bernieres: Captin Corelli’s Mandolin. 
 
 
 
 
 
“Rock Stars” 
by Saed Abu­Hijleh, Palestine 
 
 
We are rocks my dear and stars are still far 
that is why we long for 
the light 
to enter every cell 
so we can tell 
the truth 
 
We are stars my dear and soon we’ll become rocks 
like withering candles 
time will come 
when the flame 
stops 
 
But I have hope 
that this voice 
this very voice 
of mine and yours 
shall never fade away 
and shall vibrate 
at a steady rate 
in every place 
a mantra of love 
that permeates 
all of creation… 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“Wandering Around an Albuquerque Airport Terminal” 
by Naomi Shihab Nye, Palestinian­American 
 
 
After learning my flight was detained 4 hours, I heard the announcement: If anyone 
in the vicinity of gate 4‐A understands any Arabic, please come to the gate 
immediately. 
 
Well — one pauses these days. Gate 4‐A was my own gate. I went there. 
 
An older woman in full traditional Palestinian dress, just like my grandma wore, was 
crumpled to the floor, wailing loudly. 
 
Help, said the flight service person. Talk to her. What is her problem? We told her 
the flight was going to be four hours late and she did this. 
 
I put my arm around her and spoke to her haltingly. 
 
Shu dow­a, shu­ biduck habibti, stani stani schway, min fadlick, Sho bit se­wee? 
 
The minute she heard any words she knew — however poorly used – she stopped 
crying. 
 
She thought our flight had been cancelled entirely. 
She needed to be in El Paso for some major medical treatment the following day. I 
said no, no, we’re fine, you’ll get there, just late, 
 
Who is picking you up? Let’s call him and tell him. 
We called her son and I spoke with him in English. 
I told him I would stay with his mother till we got on the plane and would ride next 
to her — Southwest. 
 
She talked to him. Then we called her other sons just for the fun of it. 
 
Then we called my dad and he and she spoke for a while in Arabic and found out of 
course they had ten shared friends. 
 
Then I thought just for the heck of it why not call some Palestinian poets I know and 
let them chat with her. This all took up about 2 hours. 
 
She was laughing a lot by then. Telling about her life. Answering questions. 
 
She had pulled a sack of homemade mamool cookies — little powdered sugar 
crumbly mounds stuffed with dates and nuts — out of her bag — and was offering 
them to all the women at the gate. 
 
To my amazement, not a single woman declined one. It was like a Sacrament. The 
traveler from Argentina, the traveler from California, the lovely woman from Laredo 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— we were all covered with the same powdered sugar. And smiling. There is no 
better cookie. 
 
And then the airline broke out the free beverages from huge coolers — non‐
alcoholic — and the two little girls for our flight, one African American, one Mexican 
American — ran around serving us all apple juice and lemonade and they were 
covered with powdered sugar too. 
 
And I noticed my new best friend — by now we were holding hands — had a potted 
plant poking out of her bag, some medicinal thing, 
 
with green furry leaves. Such an old country traveling tradition. Always carry a 
plant. Always stay rooted to somewhere. 
 
And I looked around that gate of late and weary ones and thought, this is the world I 
want to live in. The shared world. 
 
Not a single person in this gate — once the crying of confusion stopped — has 
seemed apprehensive about any other person. 
 
They took the cookies. I wanted to hug all those other women too. 
This can still happen anywhere. 
 
Not everything is lost. 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Papo’s Ars Poetica 
by Willie Perdomo 
 
 
I’m stuck 
in a poem 
that sounds 
like the rounds 
of bullets 
you expect 
after the sudden 
screech on the 
avenue. 
 
I’m stuck 
in a poem 
like a mother’s 
long cry that fills 
the empty 
hallways and 
sneaks under 
my door like 
the beginning of 
dinner. 
 
My eyes 
are buried 
in this poem 
like traffic 
lights peeping 
last night’s 
rites and 
passages, 
painting a dog 
and cat jungle 
boogie chase. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
My teeth 
bite on 
this poem 
like the wind 
that chews on 
tomorrow’s myths 
that men 
are busy 
making on 
noontime 
corners where 
my ears are 
stashed on 
the down low: 
 
  “I heard Papo fell 
off like a bad 
bag of‐‐‐‐” 
 
I’m stuck 
in this poem 
like a squealing 
rat caught on a  
discount glue 
trap or dead 
flies floating on 
fresh streams of 
piss psst psst 
mira mami 
I’m home in 
the street of 
this poem where 
I’m stuck. 

 
 
 
 
PROMPT: Write a poem focused on 
evoking your life through your home, 
street, bedroom or neighborhood.
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Prompt:  Write a poem as a letter to your 

former/younger self.  Remember to stay 

visual; notice how Alegria uses snapshot 

memories to show her advice. 
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Prompt:  Write a poem which paints a portrait of 

someone in your life—or of yourself.  Be sure to stay 

visual—show the personality through visual features. 
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Prompt:  Write an attack poem (an 

African poetic genre) about a person or 

event that infuriates you.  Remember, 

try to stay visual! 
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Prompt:  Write a resonse poem on qualities 
you feel redeem humans and provide hope 
for peace 

       


