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This is what was bequeathed us:
This earth the beloved left
And, leaving,
Left to us.

No other world
But this one:
Willows and the river
And the factory
With its black smokestacks.

No other shore, only this bank
On which the living gather.

No meaning but what we find here.
No purpose but what we make.

That, and the beloved’s clear instructions:
Turn me into song; sing me awake.

Gregory Orr

From How Beautiful the Beloved by Gregory Orr
Copyright © 2009 by Gregory Orr.
Used by permission of Copper Canyon Press

About the “beloved”
Excerpt from Poetry Is ‘Concentrated Testimony’ of Being Human

A profile of poet Gregory Orr
PBS NewsHour, September 30, 2013

Poet Gregory Orr rhapsodizes on a theme he has
explored for nearly a decade: the “beloved,” the things
we love.

Of course, what we love can change over time, he says.
“It can make you crazy by...shifting from one thing to
another and yet, of course, that’s also dazzling,” he told
the PBS NewsHour...

The “beloved” can be any object of affection: a person,
a place, a pet. And it is within those targets of love —
and our relationships to them — that Orr finds meaning
for his life. “Without any sense [of] the beloved, it seems
to me the world goes dead, or the world goes just to self,
which is even worse,” Orr said.

The original inspiration was a phrase that sprung from
his imagination: “the book that is the resurrection of the
body of the beloved, which is the world.” Orr envisioned
a collection of all the poems and songs ever written in
the history of human existence. The invisible anthology’s
purpose was to serve as human testimony about “what it
is like to be alive.”
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The author of more than 10 collections of poetry and several volumes of essays, criticism, and memoir,
Gregory Orr is a master of the short, personal lyric. His poetry has been widely anthologized and translated
into at least 10 languages.

When Orr was 12, he accidentally killed his brother in a hunting accident, an event his family was never able
to talk about. His mother died soon thereafter, and Orr found in poetry the transformative power of language.
His near-death experience as a member of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) during
the civil rights movement, in which he was jailed and severely beaten, contributes to the urgency with which
his poems seek transformation. In an NPR story on his craft, Orr states, “I believe in poetry as a way of
surviving the emotional chaos, spiritual confusions, and traumatic events that come with being alive.”

Orr has received fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, and the
Virginia Foundation for the Humanities. He has also been a Fulbright Scholar and a Rockefeller Fellow at the
Institute for the Study of Culture and Violence, and he received the Award in Literature from the American
Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. City of Salt (1995) was a finalist for the LA Times Book Award
for Poetry. He teaches at the University of Virginia, where he founded the MFA program in writing in 1975,
and served from 1978 to 2003 as poetry editor of the Virginia Quarterly Review.
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