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Nine Poems by Lisa Vihos
Editor’s Notes

Published in this Issue's "Special Topic" are nine poems written
by Lisa Vihos, the first Poet Laureate of Sheboygan, Wisconsin. Lisa
Vihos' poems are lucid in language, vivid in image, inviting in the
stories they tell, and inspiring to read. She once said, "Poetry exists in
time, it has a meter, it has energy. Poetry sometimes sounds like
music, but it is not music. The words of a poem can paint a picture,
but poetry is not painting. A poem is somewhere in between a story
and snapshot, but it is not a book, a film, or a photograph.
Paradoxically, a good poem is none of those things and all of those
things at the same time. That is the unique beauty of poetry; its
ability to invoke all the arts in one succinct package." This is exactly
what Vihos does in her poems. She not only fine-tunes her use of
language, but also strives to achieve an integrated artistic whole.

1. Advice from the Snow

When you fall, fall as I do
soft as feathers or a baby’s sleep.

With a light hand, spread an ocean of diamonds.
Make no sound as you blanket the earth.

Reflect light back upon the looker
orange and pink at morning, deep mauve at dusk.

Simply by your presence, round out flat places
and outline beauty that otherwise goes unnoticed.

And when I call you, do not be afraid to lie down
to bring forth an angel; an image of you in me.

First published in Lakefire, 2008

2. How I Got My Wings

They began

as an annoying itch
between my shoulder blades
running along the scapula
like poison ivy

turned pins and needles
turned porcupine quills
instigating an irritation

so profound I had to drink
myself to sleep each night;
a half bottle of cabernet
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per side. I was beside myself
with grief over a wide array
of losses over a long trail

of years and tears.

Tears, I had shed

by the bucket.

But one day

the itch was gone.

I woke up with a feather
tickling my nose, realizing
my own wings caressed
my face like the hands

of a phantom lover

who wanted me blessed,
wanted to tease me awake
and surprise me

with a gift. The gift

to fly up out of the pain

at the drop of a hat

or the flap of a wing

like going airborne

in a dream.

First published in Seems, vol. 45, 2011

3. Love Letter for Vincent

I would have sat quietly

while you painted the stars

and I would not have tossed

the sunflowers

before you were done with them.

I would have tended

the irises, dusted your chair,

and made your bed, in love

with the vibration inside all things —
just like you. I would not have judged

the cut ear or the old sermons.

I would have cooked your potatoes,
wiped clean your shoes,

and bought you another absinthe

at midnight in the pool hall.

I would have brought a picnic lunch

and a cool drink to the wheat field.

I would have marveled with you at the sun
and the patterns the black birds made

as they flew low along the horizon.

First published in Forge online, April, 2014
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4. The Wind Has a Way 4. RJ)LBF I
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there are spaces, and the wind REREEFR, B
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5. When Does the Sun Get Tired?

Green fields never tire
of turning golden. Bare trees
never tire of new leaves.

Snow drifts and melts
without the slightest worry.
Rain falls but does not want.

Bees do not regret their honey,
and birds sing on the last day
the same as on the first.

The road rolls on and on,
with endless asphalt energy.
A fence will stand, even

when it must turn. The moon
pulls the weight of all the oceans.

Stars outlive themselves, grow faint.

The sun gets up each day
never tardy, no complaint.
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Is that because it does not move,

against our constant spinning
but only seems to rise?
We trudge, we toil

we lag behind, exhausted.
The sun just glimmers,
burns a hole into the sky.

First published in This Particular Heaven (Kelsay Press, 2017)

6. Lesson in the Subatomic

They say everything is empty space
and that what seems solid is just an illusion,
a convenience for getting along.

This chair, so I can sit.
This table, a place for my elbows.
These hands, a place to rest my chin.

They say if one atom of me was as big
as Yankee Stadium, its nucleus would be
a baseball in center field, and all the rest,

empty. That is how much emptiness
there is inside. And we wonder why
it's all about filling the void?

Stop looking for certitude

in all these whimsies of nothingness
for there is nothing certain but death,
and even death, when viewed

from inside my spacious atoms,

reveals a chink in its dark armor.

First published in Dispatches from the Poetry Wars, 2018

7. Looking for Joy

For so many years,
I've been looking for Joy.

She’s always been
ten steps ahead of me.

Clever girl. She was always
on the run, hard to catch.
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I followed her footprints
up many mountains and down

to the sea. Never could I keep her
near me. But last night,

in a circle of wise old women,
wrinkled and weary, there she was.

She didn’t leave for hours,
as we shared our stories. Maybe,

now that I am becoming old,
Joy will come find me

and sit with me, like she did
when I was a child.

If Joy would give me her attention,
I would ask her, what kind of house

would you like? What kind of bed
do you need? I would ask her,

why are you so fleeting, Joy?
What on earth are you looking for?

First appeared in the The Aging Poems (Water’s Edge Press, 2018)

8. Thinking of an Old Love

It was not my idea

to go that route

to take a canoe

down an unknown river,
but you had work to do.

I followed you into the jungle
and got dive-bombed

by blue morphos butterflies,
drank Coca-Cola

from a shack on the shore.

The locals welcomed us
and shared their food,
their huts with tin roofs.
When the rain came,
the metal roared.

We talked to macaws

and stood next to monkeys,

cut our way through thick vines.
We planned to fight

the good fight forever.
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Now you are long gone

from me. The butterflies

are a dream, and air plants
are only that, air. I cannot find
our jungle on any map.

First Published in Poetry Hall, issue 7, 2020

9. Interior Renovation

My heart holds rooms, crowded
with the furniture of old loves.

Mismatched chairs gather
in the kitchen’s gloom

and a couch with sagging springs
sports its original plastic.

Time to clean out the pie safe
and stereo cabinet.

The mahogany buffet waits
for the party to start.

Wing-backed chairs ponder themselves
and lamps with dangling crystals

grace the end tables. Everywhere,
beauty is waiting to happen.

I see now, I must act the host.
Restyle my heart, restore my soul.

Make space for new loves, new art
to decorate this singular domain.

Lisa Vihos

The poems of Lisa Vihos have appeared in numerous journals, both
print and online. She has received two Pushcart Prize nominations
and other awards from the Wisconsin Fellowship of Poets and the
Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts & Letters. Her fourth
chapbook, Fan Mail from Some Flounder, was published by Main
Street Rag Publishing in 2018. She is the poetry and arts editor of
Stoneboat Literary Journal and the Sheboygan organizer for 100
Thousand Poets for Change. She compiled the anthology, Van Gogh
Dreams (HenschelHAUS Publishing, 2018) and co-edited with Dawn
Hogue, From Everywhere a Little: A Migration Anthology (Water's
Edge Press, 2019)
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Lisa Vihos

I am happy to report that Lisa Vihos has recently been named the
first Poet Laureate of Sheboygan, Wisconsin. I have known Lisa for
many years and have witnessed firsthand her devotion to not only
writing the finest poetry, but to sharing the art of poetry with the
larger community. Lisa has worked with student groups and has
paired non-poets with poets for public readings. Lisa has been the
Sheboygan organizer for the world-wide movement, 100 Thousand
Poets for Change, for ten years. This group holds poetry readings all
over the world every year on the last Saturday of September. She has
also organized poetry readings in conjunction with her role as poetry
editor for Stoneboat Literary Journal.

Lisa is a strong believer in the power of public poetry readings to
enrich a community. She firmly believes that poetry is not just
something to be read on the page, it is something to be spoken out
loud, and to be heard by those who listen. Lisa explains, “Poetry
exists in time, it has a meter, it has energy. Poetry sometimes sounds
like music, but it is not music. The words of a poem can paint a
picture, but poetry is not painting. A poem is somewhere in between
a story and snapshot, but it is not a book, a film, or a photograph.
Paradoxically, a good poem is none of those things and all of those
things at the same time. That is the unique beauty of poetry; its
ability to invoke all the arts in one succinct package.”

In addition, Lisa believes she can help to introduce people to their
own poetic voice, and that although not everyone feels compelled to
write poetry, she believes that people would be a lot happier and
more connected to the world and to each other if they honored the
poet-voice in their heart. Lisa thinks the poetic voice is a voice that
comes out of childhood, a voice of innocence and freedom. When one
combines that voice with the experience that comes with age, a
person will find poetry.

My own poetry club students have always enjoyed the meetings
where Lisa comes to share her poetry and her philosophy. My
students come away from Lisa’s workshops truly energized. In Lisa’s
words, “Poetry wakes us up. Because poetry combines the sound of
language, the rhythm of speech, and the imagery of metaphor, good
poetry has the ability to stop us in our tracks and make us recognize
ourselves in the world in a way that no other art form can do.” I have
seen my own students awaken to poetry in this way.

Lisa is an accomplished poet in her own right. She has been
published widely and has won awards for her writing, such as from
the prestigious Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters.
When reflecting on her inner motivation for writing poetry, Lisa says,
“I write poetry because I really admire it as an art form. I mean,
when I read a really good poem, my first thought is often, “oh, I
should just give it up. I will never write something that good.” But,
then, instead of letting myself be shut down, I feel inspired. I try to
understand what about that particular poem is so compelling, so
thought-provoking, so gut-wrenching. What is making that poem so
good in my eyes? Usually, it is because the poet has hit upon the
perfect blend of sound, rhythm, and image. And because the
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metaphor is just so eye-opening. That is probably the thing I grapple
with the most in my poetry. Trying to master metaphor. It is not easy.
And it is something you can learn, but in order to learn it, you have
to practice.”

One of Lisa’s most important mentors has been the poet Philip
Dacey. Early on in her poetic journey, he helped her see that what is
not said in a poem is almost more important than what is said. In
Lisa’s words, “It is similar to how negative space is important in a
sculpture, the part that is not there. That ‘negative space’ leaves room
for the reader (or listener) to enter the poem and own it.”

Lisa has been thrilled with her role as English Language Editor
for Poetry Hall, and has been fascinated with the process of
translation. She is so impressed by people who can translate poetry.
Her work with Poetry Hall has made her aware of how much one
word can really add layers of meaning to a poem and can suggest so
much nuance. Lisa adds, “The words we pick really matter!”

Lisa Vihos

The poems of Lisa Vihos have appeared in numerous journals, both
print and online. She has received two Pushcart Prize nominations
and other awards from the Wisconsin Fellowship of Poets and the
Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts & Letters. Her fourth
chapbook, Fan Mail from Some Flounder, was published by Main
Street Rag Publishing in 2018. She is the poetry and arts editor of
Stoneboat Literary Journal and the Sheboygan organizer for 100
Thousand Poets for Change. She compiled the anthology, Van Gogh
Dreams (HenschelHAUS Publishing, 2018) and co-edited with Dawn
Hogue, From Everywhere a Little: A Migration Anthology (Water's
Edge Press, 2019)
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