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Billy Collins has been publishing poetry for decades,
but rose to fame with his collections in the 1990s
including Questions About Angels (1991) and Picnic,
Lightning (1998). Readers tend to appreciate the wry
humor Collins brings to his subjects. His poems often
find something poignant in the ordinary, bringing
readers to a fresh perspective on things they may see
every day.

  

Collins speaks of his own poems as having "rhetorical
momentum" that comes from drafting them relatively
quickly and then throwing away the poems that do
not develop the movement he is hoping to
provoke. In a recent podcast for The New Yorker , he

speaks about poems as paths toward a point of arrival or "an experience of discovery" at the
end. He hopes poetry in the classroom can revolve less around the question "What does this
poem mean?" and more around "How does the poem go?" As US Poet Laureate from 2001–2003,
his signature project, Poetry 180 , introduced accessible contemporary poetry to schools who
wish to read a poem a day with students for the sheer joy of sharing powerful verse aloud.

Photo: Suzannah Gilman, NPR
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This poet belongs in our classrooms
because…

his poetry is accessible, funny, and wise on the first read and only gets better after a second or
third reading. As Billy Collins himself puts it, "I am courteous to the reader," for his poetry has a
conversational voice. For students, it does not feel like his work is aiming far over their heads,
and yet his ideas provoke new thinking about everyday experiences, including the act of writing,
and models how student writers can do the same.  

A Poem by Billy Collins
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Envoy

Go, little book,

out of this house and into the world.

carriage made of paper rolling toward town

bearing a single passenger

beyond the reach of this jittery pen

and far from the desk and the nosy gooseneck lamp.

It is time to decamp,

put on a jacket and venture outside,

time to be regarded by other eyes,

bound to be held in foreign hands.

So off you go, infants of the brain,

with a wave and some bits of fatherly advice:

stay out as late as you like,

don't bother to call or write,

and talk to as many strangers as you can.

See the poet read this poem here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=OGMSqmJerNI

Other Poems or Books by Billy
Collins
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Picnic, Lightning , 1998

Sailing Alone around the Room , 2001

The Trouble With Poetry , 2005

Aimless Love , 2014

The Rain in Portugal , 2016

Further Reading:

" Why Billy Collins is America’s Most Popular Poet " from The Daily Beast ,
2013

" Billy Collins on Life, Death, and Poetry " from The Washington Post , 2014

Classroom
Connections
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Questions to Discuss:

1. What is your favorite example of personification in "Envoy"? If you could personify a book
you are currently reading, what kind of person would it be?

2. How does this poem go? It “arrives” at a point of advice, but what is unusual or ironic
about this advice the writer gives to his book?

3. What does this poem reveal about how writers might feel when publishing a book? 

A Prompt for Writing: 

Write to an inanimate object of your choosing, and try giving it some advice. 

Lesson Links:

This lesson, from teacher Will Melvin, invites students to write their own "introduction" poems
inspired by the Billy Collins poem "Introduction to Poetry":
https://30gopoems.blogspot.com/2018/04/2018-poem-28-introducing-students-to.html

This lesson uses "Snow Day" to trace a thread of an idea through the imagery and diction.
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Brett Vogelsinger is an English teacher in Bucks County, PA. He
begins class with a poem each day, and blogs about it as part
of an annual project for National Poetry Month at
www.30gopoems.blogspot.com  He tweets at the handle
@theVogelman . 
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