
POEMS BY MARY OLIVER 

 

You Do Not Have to be Good 

You do not have to be good. 
You do not have to walk on your knees 
for a hundred miles through the desert repenting. 
You only have to let the soft animal of your body 
love what it loves. 
Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine. 
Meanwhile the world goes on. 
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 
are moving across the landscapes, 
over the prairies and the deep trees, 
the mountains and the rivers. 
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, 
are heading home again. 
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 
the world offers itself to your imagination, 
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting - 
over and over announcing your place 
in the family of things. 

I Worried 

I worried a lot. Will the garden grow, will the rivers 
flow in the right direction, will the earth turn 
as it was taught, and if not how shall 
I correct  it? 
Was I right, was I wrong, will I be forgiven, 
can I do better? 
Will I ever be able to sing, even the sparrows  
can do it and I am, well, 
hopeless. 
Is my eyesight fading or am I just imagining it, 
am I going to get rheumatism, 
lockjaw, dementia? 
Finally, I saw that worrying had come to nothing. 
And gave it up. And took my old body 
and went out into the morning, 
and sang. 



When Death Comes 
 
like the hungry bear in autumn; 
when death comes and takes all the bright coins from his purse 
 
to buy me, and snaps the purse shut; 
when death comes 
like the measle-pox; 
 
when death comes 
like an iceberg between the shoulder blades, 
 
I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering: 
what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness? 
 
And therefore I look upon everything 
as a brotherhood and a sisterhood, 
and I look upon time as no more than an idea, 
and I consider eternity as another possibility, 
 
and I think of each life as a flower, as common 
as a field daisy, and as singular, 
 
and each name a comfortable music in the mouth, 
tending, as all music does, toward silence, 
 
and each body a lion of courage, and something 
precious to the earth. 
 
When it's over, I want to say: all my life 
I was a bride married to amazement. 
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 
 
When it's over, I don't want to wonder 
if I have made my life something particular, and real. 
I don't want to find myself sighing and frightened, 
or full of argument. 
 
I don't want to end up simply having visited this world. 
 
 


