
ONE ART     
BY ELIZABETH BISHOP  

 

The art of losing isn't hard to master; 

so many things seem filled with the intent 

to be lost that their loss is no disaster. 

 

Lose something every day. Accept the fluster 

of lost door keys, the hour badly spent. 

The art of losing isn't hard to master. 

 

Then practice losing farther, losing faster: 

places, and names, and where it was you meant  

to travel. None of these will bring disaster. 

 

I lost my mother's watch. And look! my last, or 

next-to-last, of three loved houses went. 

The art of losing isn't hard to master. 

 

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster, 

some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent. 

I miss them, but it wasn't a disaster. 

 

--Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture 

I love) I shan't have lied.  It's evident 

the art of losing's not too hard to master 

though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.  

 

 



You can read this poem in many ways. It may seem to be an ironic response 

of an elderly woman to a long series of frustrations and disappointments 

that she suffered through the vicissitudes of life, and in particular to the 

loss of a beloved person (Bishop was Lesbian) , either through separation 

or death. This and other possible readings are probably part of the total, 

multi layered meaning of this poem, whether the writer intended them or 

not.  

The reading that I feel to be relevant for the inner work takes what Bishop 

says in this poem at face value: the most important attitude in life, the one 

everyone is sooner or later led to adopt, is renunciation, letting go of all 

clinging, craving, possessing and achieving. This may seem a counsel of 

failure and despair: Do not care for anything, do not wish for any particular 

result, so as not to suffer inevitable frustration. But this kind of self 

defense, of trying to avoid suffering at all cost, is hardly what we learn from 

the chain of teachers of the inner work.  In fact, what they teach us is that 

we cannot really influence our inner feelings, such as letting go of our 

desire, or wish for anything. We can only pretend to do so by avoiding to 

recognize our inner reality. The first step, we are told, is to have a true 

impression of our inner world as it is, without trying to improve it in 

advance. 

I am facing nowadays a financial problem. I wish and hope it will be solved, 

but I also know the chances are slim. If the problem will not be solved it will 

have an impact on my future life: I shall have to learn to live with fewer 

means. This is quite frightening, given the uncertainty with regard to the 

future. I see my hopes and fears. I cannot “let go” of them. But the words 

of the poet, and probably also some years of inner work, help me not to 

identify with those feelings, but look at myself, at my fears and hopes, from 

a perspective that, by its very nature, enables and allows the letting go. 

Nothing is achieved by this perspective in the “real” world. It does not help 

solve any concrete problem. It is the other way round: the actual problem 

helps remind me of the inner perspective, of something that does not 

really depend on events and circumstances. Is this what Gurdjieff means by 

“voluntary suffering”? 

 


