
Creative Writing at Virtual-Abbey! 27.03.2020  

Theme: Resilience 

I hope you enjoy the following poems, prompts and questions. If you’d like to read more 

poems on similar themes, there’s a fantastic collection here on the Poetry Foundation 

website and some more here at poets.org. 

‘              To be clear, 

I’m no expert. I know only that suffering 

simmers in every heart, singes in plain sight, 

like an expensive electric stove, and though 

my grandfather told me over and over, 

I don’t know how he made it through bone 

and mud in some shithole Polish village 

in 1941, or how he lost everything - 

- brutally, and kept shuffling into light.’ 

 

- excerpt from On Suffering by Jared Harel, published in the American Poetry Review, 2020 

 
Prompts / Things to think about 
 

1. What’s the effect of starting a poem with disclaimers like ‘To be clear/I’m no expert’ 
or e.g. ‘Of course, you might think differently’ or ‘That’s just my opinion’? Try to 
write your own poem using a disclaimer, or even several of them.  
 

2. In this poem, suffering ‘singes in plain sight / like an expensive electric stove’. Do the 
following exercise to create exciting, concrete metaphors for abstract concepts. 
 
- Write out the names of the emotions / concepts on separate post-its or bits of 
paper and shuffle them in a pile. So you might have hope, suffering, resilience, belief, 
strength, doubt etc.  
- Then, choosing one room in your house, write down all the things you can see on 
separate post its or bits of paper – all the appliances, pieces of furniture, things out 
the window, as descriptively as you can. So if you’re in your bedroom you might have 
‘beaded jewellery box’ or ‘long dark coat’ or ‘dusty houseplant’… Put these in a 
separate pile. 
- You now have two piles. Choose one piece of paper from each and use them to 
generate a metaphor. So you might have ‘her hope was a beaded jewellery box’ or 
‘his suffering was a long dark coat’… 
 

3. What’s the impact of the verb ‘shuffling’ into light? Does it make the poem more 
poignant? Write down as many verbs as you can think of to describe movement / 
travel. Think pirouetting, slithering, falling…. 

 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/collections/142028/poems-of-hope-and-resilience
https://poets.org/poems?field_poem_themes_tid=1111


How Dark the Beginning  
BY MAGGIE SMITH 

All we ever talk of is light— 
let there be light, there was light then, 
 
good light—but what I consider 
dawn is darker than all that. 
 
So many hours between the day 
receding and what we recognize 
 
as morning, the sun cresting 
like a wave that won’t break 
 
over us—as if light were protective, 
as if no hearts were flayed, 
 
no bodies broken on a day 
like today. In any film, 
 
the sunrise tells us everything 
will be all right. Danger wouldn’t 
 
dare show up now, dragging 
its shadow across the screen. 
 
We talk so much of light, please 
let me speak on behalf 
 
of the good dark. Let us 
talk more of how dark 
 
the beginning of a day is. 

 

Prompts / Things to think about 
 

1.  What do you think the ‘good dark’ is that is talked about in this poem? 

2. Maggie Smith writes: ‘In any film / the sunrise tells us everything / will be all right.’ 

What are some other symbols or tropes you might find in films? E.g. ‘The 

thunderstorm tells us that the family will end up locked in the haunted house 

overnight…’ or ‘ 

 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/maggie-smith


 

An Old Story  
BY TRACY K. SMITH 

We were made to understand it would be 
Terrible. Every small want, every niggling urge, 
Every hate swollen to a kind of epic wind.  
  
Livid, the land, and ravaged, like a rageful  
Dream. The worst in us having taken over  
And broken the rest utterly down.  
  
                                                                 A long age  
Passed. When at last we knew how little  
Would survive us—how little we had mended  
  
Or built that was not now lost—something  
Large and old awoke. And then our singing  
Brought on a different manner of weather.  
  
Then animals long believed gone crept down  
From trees. We took new stock of one another.  
We wept to be reminded of such color.  

 

Prompts / Things to think about 
 

1. That lovely phrase ‘We took new stock of one another’ – what does that mean to you, 

especially during these difficult times? 

 

2. Write a story about an animal, or person, ‘long believed gone’. 

3. Listen to this excellent podcast with Tracy K Smith, two-time poet laureate of the 

USA. As you listen, scribble down any thoughts that particularly strike you as 

insightful, or that you agree or disagree with. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/tracy-k-smith
https://www.vox.com/podcasts/2020/2/27/21154139/tracy-k-smith-poet-laureate-the-ezra-klein-show-wade-in-the-water

