
Before Reading

The Names
Poem by Billy Collins

When tragedy strikes, people are often unsure about how to restore 
hope.  Many people find that creating a memorial to remember and 
reflect on a loss provides great comfort.  Read the memorial poem 
“The Names” to find out how, in a time of grief, one poet used his 
work to help others heal.

QUICKWRITE Consider your own experience with loss, or one that 
you’ve observed.  Why do you think remembering a sad event might 
help the healing process?  Reflect on this question in a journal entry.

Why do we need

MEMORIALS?

KEYWORD: HML7-560VIDEO TRAILER

560

READING 3 Analyze  theme 
and genre in  historical and 
contemporary contexts. 4 Draw 
conclusions about the 
structure and elements of 
poetry. 8 Understand how an 
author’s sensory language creates 
imagery.
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Billy Collins
born 1941

A Popular Poet 
Poet Billy Collins is a spellbinding 
performer.  His readings have helped 
spark a renewed hunger for poetry 
in America.  Collins served as the U.S. 
poet laureate from 2001 to 2003. 

background to the poem

A City Grieves 
Collins was born and raised in New 
York City.  His hometown suffered 
heavy losses on September 11, 2001, 
when terrorists fl ew planes into the 
World Trade Center, causing its two 
towers to collapse.  In the following 
days, signs, posters, and photographs 
showing the dead or missing were 
posted all over the city and the 
surrounding area.  These postings 
often turned into memorials, with 
passersby adding notes, fl owers, and 
mementos as it became clear that few 
of the missing had survived.

A Poem of Remembrance 
When asked on the day of the attacks 
what poem was appropriate to the 
tragedy, Collins replied, “Any poem.”  
Asked to explain, Collins stated that 
good poetry affi rms life.  Collins read 
“The Names” in a special session 
of Congress in New York City on 
September 6, 2002.

 poetic form: free verse

Poetry written in an open form follows the poet’s ideas 
instead of a fixed set of rules.  Free verse is an open form 
of poetry with no regular pattern of rhyme, rhythm, or 
line length.  When poets write free verse, they can create 
whatever line rhythms and rhymes they think will best 
communicate their ideas.

 literary analysis: imagery

Imagery consists of words and phrases that appeal to 
your senses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch.  Poets 
use imagery not only to vividly describe things, but also 
to communicate feelings and ideas.  For example, look at 
the opening lines of “The Names”:

Yesterday, I lay awake in the palm of the night.
A soft rain stole in, unhelped by any breeze,

The images “palm of the night” and “soft rain” appeal to 
your senses of sight and touch.  These phrases also suggest 
a sense of troubled thoughtfulness and perhaps a feeling 
of change.  As you read “The Names,” use a word web to 
identify these and other examples of imagery.

“The Names”

Smell

Sight

“soft rain”

Touch

HearingTaste

“palm of the night”

  reading skill: understand historical context

Many works of literature seem easier to understand once 
you know their historical context—the real events and 
situations that influenced them.  Billy Collins wrote “The 
Names” as a tribute to the more than 3,000 people who 
died in the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.  Before 
you read the poem, read the Background on this page.  The 
information can help you better appreciate the imagery 
Collins uses.

Complete the activities in your Reader/Writer Notebook.
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Yesterday, I lay awake in the palm of the night.
A soft rain stole in, unhelped by any breeze,
And when I saw the silver glaze on the windows,
I started with A, with Ackerman, as it happened,
Then Baxter and Calabro,
Davis and Eberling, names falling into place
As droplets fell through the dark.

Names printed on the ceiling of the night.
Names slipping around a watery bend.
Twenty-six willows on the banks of a stream.

In the morning, I walked out barefoot
Among thousands of flowers
Heavy with dew like the eyes of tears,
And each had a name—
Fiori inscribed on a yellow petal
Then Gonzalez and Han, Ishikawa and Jenkins.  a

Billy Collins

562 unit 5: appreciating poetry

 a  IMAGERY 

Reread lines 11–16.  
Which images appeal 
to your senses of sight 
and touch?  Record 
the images in your web.  
Then think about how 
they affect the poem’s 
meaning.

The towers of light 
shown in the picture 
of the New York skyline 
are turned on each 
year on September 11.  
What do you think they 
symbolize?
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Names written in the air
And stitched into the cloth of the day.
A name under a photograph taped to a mailbox.
Monogram1 on a torn shirt,
I see you spelled out on storefront windows
And on the bright unfurled awnings of this city.
I say the syllables as I turn a corner—
Kelly and Lee,
Medina, Nardella, and O’Connor. b

When I peer into the woods,
I see a thick tangle where letters are hidden
As in a puzzle concocted for children.
Parker and Quigley in the twigs of an ash,
Rizzo, Schubert, Torres, and Upton,
Secrets in the boughs of an ancient maple.

Names written in the pale sky.
Names rising in the updraft2 amid buildings.
Names silent in stone
Or cried out behind a door. c

Names blown over the earth and out to sea.

In the evening— weakening light, the last swallows.
A boy on a lake lifts his oars.
A woman by a window puts a match to a candle,
And the names are outlined on the rose clouds—
Vanacore and Wallace,
(let X stand, if it can, for the ones unfound)
Then Young and Ziminsky, the final jolt of Z.
Names etched on the head of a pin
One name spanning a bridge, another undergoing a tunnel.
A blue name needled into the skin. d

Names of citizens, workers, mothers and fathers,
The bright-eyed daughter, the quick son.
Alphabet of names in green rows in a field.
Names in the small tracks of birds.
Names lifted from a hat
Or balanced on the tip of the tongue.
Names wheeled into the dim warehouse of memory.
So many names, there is barely room on the walls of the heart.
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 1. monogram: the initials of one’s name combined into a design. 
 2. updraft: an upward movement of air.

 the names 563

b

 HISTORICAL 

CONTEXT

Consider what 
you learned in the 
Background section on 
page 561.  What can you 
infer about the people 
Collins is naming?

c

 FREE VERSE

Reread lines 34–35.  
Why do you think Collins 
broke this sentence 
fragment into two short 
lines instead of writing it 
as one line?

d

 IMAGERY

Reread lines 37–46.  
Identify images that 
strike you as particularly 
powerful.  Note what 
senses they appeal to.  
What feelings do the 
images suggest?

TX_L07PE-u05s1-Names.indd   563TX_L07PE-u05s1-Names.indd   563 2/14/09   10:01:56 AM2/14/09   10:01:56 AM



After Reading

Comprehension
 1. Recall What does the letter X stand for in the poem?

 2. Recall Describe three places where the poem’s speaker sees the names.

 3. Clarify Whom do the names in the poem belong to?

Literary Analysis
 4. Understand Imagery Look at the word web you created as you read.  

Which images from the poem do you consider especially effective?  How 
do these images strengthen the meaning of the poem?  Explain.

 5.  Identify Theme The theme of a poem is its basic 
message about life or human nature.  Think about the 
subject of this poem, the key images, and the words 
that are emphasized or repeated.  What do you think is 
the overall message about September 11, 2001, that Billy 
Collins wishes to convey in “The Names”?  Collect your 
thoughts in a graphic like the one shown.

 6. Analyze Historical Context Recall that Billy Collins read this memorial 
poem when Congress met in New York City nearly one year after the 
attacks.  Choose three lines or sections of the poem and tell why they 
might have been meaningful to the people hearing them on that day.

 7. Evaluate Free Verse Read the poem aloud as naturally as you can.  Do 
you think this free verse poem is successful at communicating ideas and 
emotions?  Explain why or why not.

Extension and Challenge
 8.  SOCIAL STUDIES CONNECTION Read the article 

 “Enemies Attack: A Nation Mourns” on page 565.  Then 
reread “The Names.”  In what ways does the information in 
the article deepen your appreciation of the poem?  Share your 
answer with a small group, being sure to point out at least two 
specific ways that knowing about the events of September 11 
helped to broaden your understanding of the poem.

Why do we need MEMORIALS?
“The Names” is a memorial poem.  Your local community may have 
different types of memorials to honor people.  Choose one type that 
you think is effective and explain why you think it successfully honors a 
person or a group of people.

Theme:

Words:Images:Subject:

564 unit 5: appreciating poetry

READING 3 Analyze theme 
and genre in historical and 
contemporary contexts. 4 Draw 
conclusions about the structure 
and elements of poetry. 
8 Understand how an author’s 
sensory language creates imagery.
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 reading for information 565

Reading for Information

Between 7:58 a.m. and 8:10 a.m. on 
September 11, 2001, four passenger 
planes left the Boston, Newark, and 
Washington, D.C., airports. In a matter of 
minutes, each of these planes was hijacked 
by terrorists. One of the worst attacks on 
the United States was underway.

Just seconds after 8:46 a.m., Eastern 
Standard Time, the first of these planes 
flew into Tower One of the World Trade 
Center in New York City; about fifteen 
minutes later, a second plane flew into 
Tower Two. Both towers collapsed less 
than two hours after the attacks. A third 
plane struck the Pentagon just outside 
of Washington, D.C. The fourth plane 
crashed in a Pennsylvania field. Its 
intended target remains unknown. In all, 
more than 3,000 civilians, firefighters, 
and police officers were killed that 
morning, and thousands were wounded.

The nation and most of the world 
responded with an outpouring of 
sympathy and good will. Immediately, 
volunteers in and around New York City 
and Washington, D.C., arranged services 
for the survivors and the rescuers. Around 
the country, people organized charities 
to aid the families of victims. Improvised 
memorials sprung up near the sites of 
the attacks and the victims’ homes, and 
communities held vigils to pay tribute 
to the dead and comfort the grieving. 

Newspapers published profiles of the 
deceased, revealing people of all ages and 
professions, from corporate executives 
to firefighters. The victims included 
immigrants from more than 80 nations.

Many of the spontaneous memorials 
that dotted the country in the weeks 
following the incident have since been 
replaced by permanent memorials. In 
Bucks County, Pennsylvania, a Garden 
of Reflection provides a peaceful place to 
pay respect. In Sherwood Island State 
Park in Connecticut, a Living Memorial 
granite monument and garden now 
stands. And where the World Trade 
Center once stood, several different 
memorials pay tribute to the victims 
and their families, as well as to the relief 
workers whose efforts to aid survivors 
endure as an example of the best in people.

Enemies Attack: A Nation Mourns

ARTICLE Can the worst in humanity bring out the best in humanity?  “The 
Names” reflects on the lives lost on September 11, 2001.  Read this article to find 
out more about that day and the way people responded to the tragedy.

 reading for information 565
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