English 9: Literature

The Execution
Sightlines 9, p. 19

by Alden Nowlan

Poem - 1st person presentation

1. Some people see this poem as a commentary on capital punishment1 If this is so, what is the author saying about it?

2. Others see this poem as a comment about how hard it is to establish your own identity and how other people are always imposing their ideas on you. If that’s the case, what point is the poet making here?

3. Details

a. What is the coroner’s role in an execution?

b. Who is the actual speaker in this poem?

c. What is the sheriff concerned about besides the speaker’s identity?

d. Who do you suppose Mr. Ellis is?

e. Why is it realistic that the speaker cannot see the faces of the people sitting opposite him?

f. Why does the speaker feel relief that they can see him?

g. What does the hangman believe the speaker is trying to do?

4. Think of a situation in which you have been misunderstood or blamed for something that you did not do. Describe the incident. 

5. Here are two other short poems by Alden Nowlan. In a brief paragraph (each), tell what each one is about.

Vocabulary to check: preside, phosphorescent, compatriots, 
Disguise

This is the amazing thing

that it is so easy 

to fool them -

the sane bastards. 

I can talk 

about weather, eat, 

preside at meetings 

of the PTA2 .

They don’t know.

Me foreign as a Martian.

With the third eye in my forehead!

But I comb my hair

cleverly so it doesn’t show

except a little

sometimes when the wind blows.

***********************************
Canadian January Night

Ice storm: the hill

a pyramid of black crystal

down which the cars

slide like phosphorescent beetles

while I, walking backwards in obedience

to the wind, am possessed

of the fearful knowledge

my compatriots share

but never utter:

this is a country 

where a man can die




simply from being

caught outside.
