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ONE EVENING IN LONDON LAST YEAR, SOMEONE HAD THE IDEA OF BRINGING TOGETHER THE VISITING UNITED STATES POET LAUREATE—ME—AND THE CURRENT BRITISH POET laureate, Andrew Motion. Over dinner at a small restaurant, we speculated ignorantly as to whether this was the first ever face-to-face meeting of the two nation’s laureates. Did Rita Dove ever have a drink with Ted Hughes? we wondered. And then we decided to agree that our meeting was unprecedented, if only to bring a bit of historical weight to the table. Though separated by a common language, we managed to talk easily about this and that, and when the subject of our positions came up, we began to compare laureate notes. Motion, it seemed, was a functionary of the royal household; I was an employee of the Library of Congress. He was presented by the Queen with a cask of dry wine; I was paid an annual stipend out of a private fund. But the difference that truly defined our roles and most clearly revealed national character was that only the British laureate was obliged to write poems commemorating public events, ranging from the death of the Queen Mother, which came on the heels of Motion’s appointment, to perhaps the marriage of a disreputable viscount. The American laureate was under no such obligation. In short, the British laureate was required to write occasional poems, whereas the American laureate only had to write poems occasionally. 
The occasional poem, that is, a poem commemorating some event of widely recognized importance, has a deep history. From the odes of Pindar celebrating athletic victories to Tennyson’s ultimate laureate poem, “Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington,” to Miller Williams’s poem on Bill Clinton’s second presidential inauguration, poems have served as literary tributes meant to add a bit of gravitas and possibly confer the touch of immortality to certain public occasions. Before such modern means of recording as cameras and audio devices, occasional poems also served the real function of preserving events in the national memory by producing a lasting historical record in rhyme and meter. Poems were the videotape and the still cameras of the past. They extended the original mnemonic purpose of poetry to act as a stay against the gradual amnesiac effects of time. Today, when all manner of earthly life is being digitally captured, these poems are generally thought to have become as ceremonial as the ceremonies to which they attempt to add verbal luster. 
Bartlett’s Poems for Occasions is an extremely generous collection that extends the meaning of occasion beyond the publicly significant to include personal occasions, the vast spectrum of large and small circumstances that make up human life. The immensity of the range of occasions is apparent from just a glimpse at the table of contents, which shows that poetry has a way of getting into every corner of experience. The book uses as its organizational principles the habitual ways we tend to organize life. Poems connected to the natural cycle of the seasons are followed by ones marking the social calendar we fit over the seasonal one featuring such mythic and historic dates as Halloween, Independence Day, and the birth of Christ. Then we are carried, poem by poem, through the cycle of human life, from cradle to coffin, from Blake’s “Infant Joy” to Chidiock Tichborne’s “Elegy for Himself,” with stops along the way to hear the songs of exuberant youth, emergent adulthood, sober midlife, retirement, and often complaining old age. We then are given a tour of the mansion of human experience including the rooms of friendship, love, work, disappointment, contentment (a shortish section), sorrow (noticeably longer), valediction, separation, bravery, and epiphany. Poems touching on the ultimate topics of God and immortality exist side by side with occasional poems in the traditional sense, those provoked by national events, particularly war. Here, a dissonant chorus of voices both idealizes and condemns such conflicts.
The notion of occasional poetry can be extended further insofar as every moment of perception is in itself an occasion. Since the English Romantics, poetry has been seen as a means of preserving discrete glimpses into the world around us, refined ways of seeing. Some poems simply want to rescue a single moment from the burning building of time. Here is A. R. Ammons’s “Winter Scene”:
There is now not a single
leaf on the cherry tree:
except when the jay
plummets in, lights, and,
in pure clarity, squalls:
then every branch
quivers and 
breaks out in blue leaves.
This impressionist vision of sound turning into sight, noise into color, is a true occasion, a private one which suddenly radiates outward to include all readers. Or take the chill conveyed by this untitled little poem by Buson: 
What piercing cold I feel: 
        my dead wife’s comb, in our bedroom, 
                under my heel . . .
How could any formal elegy on, say, the Duke of Bedford, do more to convey the shock of grief than these three modest lines? Besides recording private epiphanies, every poem can be said to commemorate the occasion of its being written, the singular event of its composition. Every poem is finally its own birth announcement. 
It is typical for people—especially people who are not habitual readers of poetry—to turn to verse in times of stress and uncertainty. The aftermath of 9/11 witnessed a sudden surge of interest in poetry, a search for words that could provide stability and consolation. Oddly, the poem that emerged as the popular favorite was Auden’s “September 1, 1939,” a poem written in a New York bar by a man who had just fled the impending war in Europe. In their haste to make the poem relevant, readers italicized certain lines (“. . . the lie of Authority / Whose buildings grope the sky”) and largely ignored the poem’s final salute to irony: “Ironic points of light / Flash out wherever the Just / Exchange their messages.” But the general call for poems revealed an ancient dependence on formalized language as a way of bracing ourselves in wobbly times.
Engagements, anniversaries, birthdays, commencements, inaugurations, and especially weddings and funerals are often in need of a poem that will add stability to the occasion and connect it to a tradition of similar events. After all, poetry is the deepest history of human emotion that we have, and its formal arrangements—particularly its patterns of rhyme and meter—have the power to embody and ritualize feeling. The right poem can bring the balm of structure to the grief-stricken and provide the joyous with a pattern of choric dance. I might add that a truly fitting wedding poem is not an easy thing to find, even in a recently published anthology devoted to wedding poems. It is no accident that in Bartlett’s, as in life, marriage poems are greatly outnumbered by love poems—here by a margin of nearly 5 to 1. 
This capacious anthology has an obvious social usefulness. Just as one might thumb through the more familiar Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations in search of relevant bon mots to spice up an address or add wit to a speech, so, too, one may look here for a poem whose recitation might enhance and possibly dignify any number of public gatherings. But because the range of poems gathered here is so broad, extending well beyond the conventional definition of occasional poetry, readers can also browse within for poems to suit any mood, time of year, or predicament—poems to augment personal moments, to pluck them from the rush of time. Plus, poems are always offering the reader the opportunity to memorize them and, therefore, take advantage of poetry’s ultimate portability. “I never heard anyone humming a building,” Sammy Cahn once snapped in defense of his decision to be a lyricist and not an architect. Nor can you memorize a statue or recite a painting. But a poem you can easily carry with you in one of the inside pockets of memory, and you can pull it out anytime at all, even if the occasion is nothing more than a rainy day, and a sunny one will do just as well. 
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[image: art]
THIS IS A BOOK OF POEMS ARRANGED IN RELATION TO THE CIRCUMSTANCES AND SEASONS OF HUMAN LIFE. I HAVE DIVIDED THE POEMS INTO FIVE PARTS. THE FIRST PART, “The Cycles of Nature,” has a selection of poems arranged by season. The poems in the second part, “The Round of the Year,” are ones that celebrate the rituals of seasonal holidays, including New Year’s, Mother’s and Father’s Days, the Fourth of July, and Thanksgiving. The third part, “The Cycles of Life,” includes poems tracing our earliest explorations of infancy, the pleasures and anxieties of youth, the challenge of entering adulthood, the peaks of marriage and midlife, the approach of retirement, aging, and death. The fourth part, “The Human Condition,” maps our social and emotional lives: the torments and fulfillments of love; friendship and contentment; the working life; farewells; sufferings shared or undergone in solitude; and endurance. Finally, the last part, “Public Moments and Ultimate Matters,” includes poems that address our public lives in the wider arena of history, the cataclysms of war, and the death of kings and confront life’s ultimate questions. In all five sections I cast a wide net, considering poems from over a dozen different languages and historical epochs dating from ancient Egypt to the present day to find those that might serve as companion, guide, or source of knowledge about human ways of coping with the unforeseeable, inescapable, and immeasurable vicissitudes of existence. Much of this work can be considered as part of a deep and ancient wisdom literature, to be shared with others to commemorate a special occasion, or to mark that same occasion privately, in quiet self-reflection. But I have made room as well for poems that have been so often recited or memorized that they have in effect become part of the language. The surprise of meeting up with a phrase such as “into each life some rain must fall” in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “The Rainy Day” or “all that Heav’n allows” in the earl of Rochester’s “All my past life is mine no more” is not so minor a pleasure as it might seem. The most overfamiliar of poems can spring unexpectedly into new life, not only for their own merits but for the freight of feeling that so many earlier readers have in a sense imparted to them. On the other hand, I have allowed ample space to the less familiar—to poets both recent and ancient whose names are not so frequently mentioned, to translations that can only begin to represent the scope of such treasuries as the Sanskrit or the Japanese traditions, to lesser-known poems by well-known poets (such as Rudyard Kipling’s indelible protest “To a Dead Statesman”) that turned out to be perfectly apt for one or another of the book’s occasions.
Does a book of poems for occasions require a user’s manual? To apply a poem to your own life is in itself a creative act. The categories into which this book is divided are intended to suggest directions, coordinates, possible routes. They can only hint at the occasions when a reader might turn to them, occasions that seem to call for words beyond what we can ourselves easily articulate: a family gathering at Thanksgiving (the Iroquois prayer “The Thanksgivings”), the birth of a baby (Walter De La Mare’s “The Birthnight”), a graduation (Langston Hughes’s “Dreams”), a funeral (Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s “Crossing the Bar”), a wedding ceremony (William Shakespeare’s sonnet “Let me not to the marriage of true minds”). A poem of winter might, recited under different circumstances, evoke a festive mood, or a grief-struck one. The poems grouped here under the rubric “Retirement from Work and from the World” are hardly limited to readers of retirement age (any hard-pressed student might find equal solace in Andrew Marvell’s garden). The poems gathered under the heading “Separations and Farewells” encompass a range of moods as varied as there are kinds of separations; Michael Drayton’s famous “Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part”—almost the archetype of breakup poems—does end, after all, on a note of lingering hope for reconciliation.
It may take an imaginative leap to recognize a treasured friend in a poem about a veteran of the Roman imperial army (by Horace) or a courtier of ancient China (by Ezra Pound). The pleasures of a midwinter dinner party might be marked by the late medieval trappings of Thomas Campion’s “Now winter nights enlarge.” A great passion might be shared with John Donne in a world where, only recently, “sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone.” The faith of poetry is that inner truths, the hard-won structures of thought and feeling, prevail over the accidentals of time and circumstance.
Readers of poetry perform a similar operation. No two people will find the same things in the same poems, or for the same reasons. The categories here are rough signposts, but it is for the reader to decide when it is an appropriate moment to go to a particular place. The spring poem contemplated in the depths of winter, the poem of war read in time of provisional peace, the evocation of departed grandparents juxtaposed with the immediacy of childbirth, the meditation on loss read amid seeming plenitude—these are the readings that can provoke and disarm, pitting the reality of the poem against the reality of the reader’s state of being. Similarly, this book’s categories are not separate enclosures but interconnected rooms, with their fair share of secret passageways and unexpected panoramic views of the surrounding hills.
This approach to anthologizing poetry might seem quaintly old-fashioned, a throwback to those thematically arranged multivolume treasuries assembled by American fireside poets of the nineteenth century such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and William Cullen Bryant. Alongside the Bible and Shakespeare, these were copious collections designed to form part of the standard household library. For Longfellow and Bryant it went without saying that poems could appropriately be grouped according to the moods and occasions for which they were best suited.
This was not a sentimental fancy but a thoroughly pragmatic recognition of the proven utility of poetry as instructor, entertainer, healing agent, aid to meditation, and liberator of the imagination. Even Francis Palgrave’s The Golden Treasury—the most widely disseminated of Victorian poetry anthologies, and still one of the best of any era—avoided a strictly chronological arrangement. An arrangement purely by chronology would have, in Palgrave’s words, “rather fit a collection aiming at instruction than at pleasure, and the wisdom which comes through pleasure”; he preferred to group its poems according to “gradations of feeling or subject.”
As Palgrave noted, a chronological arrangement is more obviously suited to the serious student. But only in more recent times—in America, since the mid-twentieth century—has the assumption taken hold that poetry is something to be relegated to the classroom. In any case, historically minded anthologies exist, in profusion, enabling anyone who likes to examine in close detail the precise moment, for instance, when early English Drab of Edward Dyer or George Gascoigne gives way to the Italianate flourishes of the Tudor Renaissance in the work of Sir Philip Sidney or Edmund Spenser. For earlier readers, poetry had a private, domestic aspect; poems were sung or recited in intimate circumstances and carried with them a reminder of emotions and associations that might otherwise be lost to memory. The power of such associations became all the greater when the poem was committed to memory, thereby becoming in some sense part of the body of the reader, to be evoked at will whenever needed.
In classrooms poems become objects to be dissected according to whatever rules of analysis prevail at a given moment. In our own day, when the emphasis of academic study tends to be historical and ideological, the danger is that a given poem can end up figuring as a mere illustration of larger tendencies, a “for instance” to be slotted into a grid of social circumstance.
This is not to deny the potential value of such analysis. It is naive or simplistic to take refuge in the notion of aesthetic timelessness. No poem can be read eternally in precisely the way the poet intended. Poetry is one kind of map and history another; to bring them together (as we do, however inadequately, anytime we read) is to be continually startled out of complacency by unanticipated disconnects and equally unanticipated connections. When we read a Shakespeare sonnet or a Robert Burns ballad we measure simultaneously our closeness to and our distance from the moment in which they wrote, not unlike the experience of looking at an old photograph of a long-dead relative.
The present volume has another goal. By bringing together very different poems, from very different times and places, that address themselves to aspects of human life, it tries to uncover likenesses and correspondences to the times we live in. In the reign of James I, Ben Jonson invited a friend to supper while assuring him that there would be no government spies among the guests to eavesdrop on their conversation. During the draft riots of 1863 Herman Melville contemplated the breakdown of law and order from a rooftop in lower Manhattan and wondered about the future of democracy if it could be protected only by martial force. On the eve of World War I, Thomas Hardy imagined the dead of England woken by artillery barrages fired in preparation for war. Any of these poems might be read with resonance today. And then there are the more intimate correspondences. For an ancient Egyptian poet passion is evoked by water mixed with flour, for a seventeenth-century poet as fire encountering flax. The love consummated by an anonymous medieval writer “under the greenwood tree” is celebrated by Edith Wharton in the early twentieth century in imagery of a railroad station where trains are forever arriving and departing.
Percy Bysshe Shelley—quoted approvingly by Palgrave—thought of the individual poems of different poets as “episodes to that great Poem which all poets, like the cooperating thoughts of one great mind, have built up since the beginning of the world.” This grand Romantic notion actually comes rather close to describing the effect of any anthology, if it is read straight through as if it were the work of a single author.
Connections among poems are to some extent familial. They speak not only to us but among themselves, agreeing or arguing, bring up new instances to confirm or contradict an elder’s formulation, sending messages calm or agitated to those already gone or yet to come. When William Blake wrote that “the poets are in eternity” he was not, I think, alluding to the immortality bestowed by fame. All poems in some sense are written in the same instant. To read them is to enter an unending moment, the distended moment of their conception and composition.
Most poets, like other artists, make an effort to be original. In a culture addicted to novelty, it seems almost a confession of failure not to offer a product that isn’t thoroughly up to the minute, “branded” by a new design concept, a new message, new subject matter. But the fashions of poetry are measured in millennia, not months. The modern English poet Basil Bunting wrote, “Poets are well advised to stick to commonplaces,” and added only half ironically, “which is what most of them do.” In Bunting’s view, poets, even the greatest of them, rarely had anything truly unprecedented to add to the store of human thought and knowledge; their role was rather to seek new ways to conceptualize and express what amounted to the Same Old Thing. A few thousand years earlier, the biblical voice of the Ecclesiast affirmed something similar: “There is no new thing under the sun.”
Similar sentiments have been expressed in most times, in most places. Yet human experience stubbornly resists the notion that it can be reduced to a repetition of what has been already done and already said. The unfolding moment promises a singularity, a uniqueness of fate, an emerging possibility of something altogether untried. That possibility may, as in the budding of friendship or passionate desire, be of a splendid fulfillment; it may equally be of personal disaster, or, in the face of global chaos and environmental degradation, of a catastrophe apocalyptic in scale. In any event the individual is inclined to wonder if anyone could conceivably have witnessed or undergone such things before.
In the collision between a past containing all that was ever thought or spoken and a future not yet imaginable, the poem finds its uneasy birth, looking for a new way to use a language that comes heavy with accumulated associations. The poem just born takes its place among the poems already emerged, each registering the shock of a particular moment. If poetry, in Ezra Pound’s definition, is “news that stays news,” then there is no time limit on its power to illuminate or inform. What the best poems offer is pertinent information about the fact of being alive. They respond to situations that, however remote in space or time, are in some form always going on. The sun that rises to interrupt the lovers in John Donne’s poem is rising right now; the twig broken off by Walt Whitman in Louisiana snaps in our own hand; the slant of winter light to which, in Emily Dickinson’s paradoxical description, “the Landscape listens” lights up the page where we read of it. The poets are in eternity; the poems are here, in the air, in the room, in the world.
Any poem exists not at one point in time but at an infinite number of points, as many as there are readers and occasions to read it, and as many times as a single reader will return to a particular poem, always finding the experience a little bit different each time. Within the singular and finite terms of a human life the poem makes possible a manifold perspective where voices are enabled to converse together. This is a conversation that takes place within the reader, and it is in the act of reading poetry as much as in the act of writing it that the form finds its most perfect fulfillment. It is our hope, in fact, in the interests of expanding that conversation, that readers of this volume will write to the publisher with suggestions for future editions.

The Cycles of Nature
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THIS ANTHOLOGY BEGINS, LITERALLY ENOUGH, WITH THE FOUR SEASONS THEMSELVES. IN WEATHER, AS IN HABITAT, POETS FIND A MIRROR OF THEIR OWN BEING IN THE VERY otherness of what is outside them, and in cyclical seasonal alteration they have often found a model of poetic form itself. It is a model based on metamorphosis, of forms changing into their opposites and then changing back, in a fixed order and rhythm that is the world’s meter: what is most fixed is a process of continuous change. The evocation of season may be literal or may have the deepest metaphorical intentions; but in this area, the literal and the metaphorical have a way of coinciding. The seasons are both the symbols and the very substance of our lives.

SPRING
Loveless hearts shall love tomorrow, hearts that have loved shall love anew
From The Vigil of Venus (Pervigilium Veneris)
Loveless hearts shall love tomorrow, hearts that have loved
        shall love anew,
    Spring is young now, spring is singing, in the spring
        the world first grew;
    In the spring the birds are wedded, in the springtime
        true hearts pair,
    Under the rain of her lover’s kisses loose the forest
        flings her hair.
    Now in shadows of the woodland She that binds all
        true loves’ vows,
    She shall build them bowers tomorrow of Her own green
        myrtle-boughs.
    There Dione high enthronèd on her lovers lays
        her law —
Loveless hearts shall love tomorrow, hearts that have loved
        shall love once more.
ANONYMOUS
LATIN (3RD CENTURY)
TRANSLATED BY F. L. LUCAS
Spring, the sweet spring, is the year’s pleasant king
Spring, the sweet spring, is the year’s pleasant king;
Then blooms each thing, then maids dance in a ring,
Cold doth not sting, the pretty birds do sing:
    Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-woo!
The palm and may make country houses gay,
Lambs frisk and play, the shepherds pipe all day,
And we hear aye birds tune this merry lay:
    Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-woo!
The fields breathe sweet, the daisies kiss our feet,
Young lovers meet, old wives a-sunning sit;
In every street these tunes our ears do greet:
    Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-woo!
      Spring, the sweet spring!
THOMAS NASHE
ENGLISH (1567-1601?)
When daisies pied, and violets blue
When daisies pied, and violets blue,
    And lady-smocks all silver-white,
And cuckoo-buds of yellow hue
    Do paint the meadows with delight,
The cuckoo then, on every tree,
Mocks married men, for thus sings he,
            Cuckoo, cuckoo!
            O word of fear,
Unpleasing to a married ear!
When shepherds pipe on oaten straws,
    And merry larks are ploughmen’s clocks,
When turtles tread, and rooks, and daws,
    And maidens bleach their summer smocks,
The cuckoo then, on every tree,
Mocks married men, for thus sings he,
            Cuckoo, cuckoo!
            O word of fear,
Unpleasing to a married ear!
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
ENGLISH (1564-1616)
Corinna’s Going a-Maying
Get up, get up for shame! the blooming morn
Upon her wings presents the god unshorn.
    See how Aurora throws her fair
    Fresh-quilted colours through the air:
    Get up, sweet slug-a-bed, and see
    The dew-bespangling herb and tree.
Each flower has wept, and bowed toward the east,
Above an hour since; yet you not drest,
    Nay! not so much as out of bed?
    When all the birds have matins said,
    And sung their thankful hymns; ’tis sin,
    Nay, profanation to keep in,
Whenas a thousand virgins on this day
Spring sooner than the lark to fetch in May.
Rise and put on your foliage, and be seen
To come forth, like the spring-time, fresh and green,
    And sweet as Flora. Take no care
    For jewels for your gown or hair:
    Fear not; the leaves will strew
    Gems in abundance upon you:
Besides, the childhood of the day has kept,
Against you come, some orient pearls unwept.
    Come, and receive them while the light
    Hangs on the dew-locks of the night:
    And Titan on the eastern hill
    Retires himself, or else stands still
Till you come forth. Wash, dress, be brief in praying:
Few beads are best when once we go a-Maying.
Come, my Corinna, come; and coming, mark
How each field turns a street, each street a park
    Made green and trimmed with trees: see how
    Devotion gives each house a bough
    Or branch; each porch, each door, ere this,
    An ark, a tabernacle is,
Made up of white-thorn neatly interwove,
As if here were those cooler shades of love.
    Can such delights be in the street
    And open fields, and we not see’t?
    Come, we’ll abroad: and let’s obey
    The proclamation made for May,
And sin no more, as we have done, by staying;
But, my Corinna, come, let’s go a-Maying.
There’s not a budding boy or girl this day
But is got up and gone to bring in May.
    A deal of youth ere this is come
    Back, and with white-thorn laden home.
    Some have dispatched their cakes and cream,
    Before that we have left to dream:
And some have wept and wooed, and plighted troth,
And chose their priest, ere we can cast off sloth:
    Many a green-gown has been given;
    Many a kiss, both odd and even;
    Many a glance too has been sent
    From out the eye, love’s firmament:
Many a jest told of the keys betraying
This night, and locks picked: yet we’re not a-Maying!
Come, let us go, while we are in our prime,
And take the harmless folly of the time!
    We shall grow old apace, and die
    Before we know our liberty.
    Our life is short, and our days run
    As fast away as does the sun.
And as a vapour or a drop of rain,
Once lost, can ne’er be found again:
    So when or you or I are made
    A fable, song, or fleeting shade,
    All love, all liking, all delight
    Lies drowned with us in endless night.
Then, while time serves, and we are but decaying,
Come, my Corinna, come, let’s go a-Maying.
ROBERT HERRICK
ENGLISH (1591-1674)
To Daffodils
Fair daffodils, we weep to see
    You haste away so soon:
As yet the early-rising sun
    Has not attained his noon.
            Stay, stay,
        Until the hasting day
                Has run
        But to the evensong;
And, having prayed together, we
        Will go with you along.
We have short time to stay, as you,
    We have as short a spring;
As quick a growth to meet decay,
    As you, or anything.
            We die,
        As your hours do, and dry
                Away,
        Like to the summer’s rain;
Or as the pearls of morning’s dew
        Ne’er to be found again.
ROBERT HERRICK
ENGLISH (1591-1674)
The Spring
Now that the Winter’s gone, the earth hath lost
Her snow-white robes; and now no more the frost
Candies the grass, or casts an icy cream
Upon the silver lake or crystal stream:
But the warm sun thaws the benumbed earth,
And makes it tender; gives a sacred birth
To the dead swallow; wakes in hollow tree
The drowsy cuckoo and the humble-bee.
Now do a choir of chirping minstrels bring
In triumph to the world the youthful Spring:
The valleys, hills, and woods in rich array
Welcome the coming of the long’d-for May.
Now all things smile: only my love doth lour,
Nor hath the scalding noonday sun the power
To melt that marble ice which still doth hold
Her heart congeal’d, and makes her pity cold.
The ox, which lately did for shelter fly
Into the stall, doth now securely lie
In open fields; and love no more is made
By the fireside, but in the cooler shade
Amyntas now doth with his Chloris sleep
Under a sycamore, and all things keep
    Time with the season: only she doth carry
    June in her eyes, in her heart January.
THOMAS CAREW
ENGLISH (1595?-1639?)
To Spring
O thou with dewy locks, who lookest down
Thro’ the clear windows of the morning, turn
Thine angel eyes upon our western isle,
Which in full choir hails thy approach, O Spring!
The hills tell each other, and the list’ning
Vallies hear; all our longing eyes are turned
Up to thy bright pavillions: issue forth,
And let thy holy feet visit our clime.
Come o’er the eastern hills, and let our winds
Kiss thy perfumèd garments; let us taste
Thy morn and evening breath; scatter thy pearls
Upon our love-sick land that mourns for thee.
O deck her forth with thy fair fingers; pour
Thy soft kisses on her bosom; and put
Thy golden crown upon her languish’d head,
Whose modest tresses were bound up for thee!
WILLIAM BLAKE
ENGLISH (1757-1827)
Lines Written in Early Spring
I heard a thousand blended notes,
While in a grove I sate reclined,
In that sweet mood when pleasant thoughts
Bring sad thoughts to the mind.
To her fair works did Nature link
The human soul that through me ran;
And much it grieved my heart to think
What man has made of man.
Through primrose tufts, in that green bower,
The periwinkle trailed its wreaths;
And ’tis my faith that every flower
Enjoys the air it breathes.
The birds around me hopped and played,
Their thoughts I cannot measure: —
But the least motion which they made,
It seemed a thrill of pleasure.
The budding twigs spread out their fan,
To catch the breezy air;
And I must think, do all I can,
That there was pleasure there.
If this belief from heaven be sent,
If such be Nature’s holy plan,
Have I not reason to lament
What man has made of man?
WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
ENGLISH (1770-1850)
Home-Thoughts, from Abroad
Oh, to be in England
Now that April’s there,
And whoever wakes in England
Sees, some morning, unaware,
That the lowest boughs and the brushwood sheaf
Round the elm-tree bole are in tiny leaf,
While the chaffinch sings on the orchard bough
In England—now!
And after April, when May follows,
And the whitethroat builds, and all the swallows!
Hark, where my blossomed pear-tree in the hedge
Leans to the field and scatters on the clover
Blossoms and dewdrops—at the bent spray’s edge —
That’s the wise thrush; he sings each song twice over,
Lest you should think he never could recapture
The first fine careless rapture!
And though the fields look rough with hoary dew,
All will be gay when noontide wakes anew
The buttercups, the little children’s dower
— Far brighter than this gaudy melon-flower!
ROBERT BROWNING
ENGLISH (1812-1889)
When the hounds of spring are on winter’s traces
Chorus from Atalanta in Calydon
When the hounds of spring are on winter’s traces,
    The mother of months in meadow or plain
Fills the shadows and windy places
    With lisp of leaves and ripple of rain;
And the brown bright nightingale amorous
Is half assuaged for Itylus,
For the Thracian ships and the foreign faces,
    The tongueless vigil, and all the pain.
Come with bows bent and with emptying of quivers,
    Maiden most perfect, lady of light,
With a noise of winds and many rivers,
    With a clamour of waters, and with might;
Bind on thy sandals, O thou most fleet,
Over the splendour and speed of thy feet;
For the faint east quickens, the wan west shivers,
    Round the feet of the day and the feet of the night.
Where shall we find her, how shall we sing to her,
    Fold our hands round her knees, and cling?
O that man’s heart were as fire and could spring to her,
    Fire, or the strength of the streams that spring!
For the stars and the winds are unto her
As raiment, as songs of the harp-player;
For the risen stars and the fallen cling to her,
    And the southwest-wind and the west-wind sing.
For winter’s rains and ruins are over,
    And all the season of snows and sins;
The days dividing lover and lover,
    The light that loses, the night that wins;
And time remembered is grief forgotten,
And frosts are slain and flowers begotten,
And in green underwood and cover
    Blossom by blossom the spring begins.
The full streams feed on flower of rushes,
    Ripe grasses trammel a travelling foot,
The faint fresh flame of the young year flushes
    From leaf to flower and flower to fruit;
And fruit and leaf are as gold and fire,
And the oat is heard above the lyre,
And the hoofèd heel of a satyr crushes
    The chestnut-husk at the chestnut-root.
And Pan by noon and Bacchus by night,
    Fleeter of foot than the fleet-foot kid,
Follows with dancing and fills with delight
    The Mænad and the Bassarid;
And soft as lips that laugh and hide
The laughing leaves of the trees divide,
And screen from seeing and leave in sight
    The god pursuing, the maiden hid.
The ivy falls with the Bacchanal’s hair
    Over her eyebrows hiding her eyes;
The wild vine slipping down leaves bare
    Her bright breast shortening into sighs;
The wild vine slips with the weight of its leaves,
But the berried ivy catches and cleaves
To the limbs that glitter, the feet that scare
    The wolf that follows, the fawn that flies.
ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE
ENGLISH (1837-1909)
Spring
Nothing is so beautiful as Spring —
    When weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush;
    Thrush’s eggs look little low heavens, and thrush
Through the echoing timber does so rinse and wring
The ear, it strikes like lightnings to hear him sing;
    The glassy peartree leaves and blooms, they brush
    The descending blue; that blue is all in a rush
With richness; the racing lambs too have fair their fling.
What is all this juice and all this joy?
    A strain of the earth’s sweet being in the beginning
In Eden garden.—Have, get, before it cloy,
    Before it cloud, Christ, lord, and sour with sinning,
Innocent mind and Mayday in girl and boy,
    Most, O maid’s child, thy choice and worthy the winning.
GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS
ENGLISH (1844-1889)
Spring Pools
These pools that, though in forests, still reflect
The total sky almost without defect,
And like the flowers beside them, chill and shiver,
Will like the flowers beside them soon be gone,
And yet not out by any brook or river,
But up by roots to bring dark foliage on.
The trees that have it in their pent-up buds
To darken nature and be summer woods —
Let them think twice before they use their powers
To blot out and drink up and sweep away
These flowery waters and these watery flowers
From snow that melted only yesterday.
ROBERT FROST
AMERICAN (1874-1963)
Spring
To what purpose, April, do you return again?
Beauty is not enough.
You can no longer quiet me with the redness
Of little leaves opening stickily.
I know what I know.
The sun is hot on my neck as I observe
The spikes of the crocus.
The smell of the earth is good.
It is apparent that there is no death.
But what does that signify?
Not only under ground are the brains of men
Eaten by maggots.
Life in itself
Is nothing,
An empty cup, a flight of uncarpeted stairs.
It is not enough that yearly, down this hill,
April
Comes like an idiot, babbling and strewing flowers.
EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY
AMERICAN (1892-1950)
O sweet spontaneous
O sweet spontaneous
earth how often have
the
doting
            fingers of
prurient philosophers pinched
and
poked
thee
,has the naughty thumb
of science prodded
thy
      beauty         . how
often have religions taken
thee upon their scraggy knees
squeezing and
buffeting thee that thou mightest conceive
gods
        (but
true
to the incomparable
couch of death thy
rhythmic
lover
        thou answerest
them only with
                          spring)
E. E. CUMMINGS
AMERICAN (1894-1962)
The White Fury of the Spring
Oh, now, now the white fury of the spring
Whirls at each door, and on each flowering plot —
The pear, the cherry, the grave apricot!
The lane’s held in a storm, and is a thing
To take into a grave, a lantern-light
To fasten there, by which to stumble out,
And race in the new grass, and hear about
The crash of bough with bough, of white with white.
Were I to run, I could not run so fast,
But that the spring would overtake me still;
Halfway I go to meet it on the stair.
For certainly it will rush in at last,
And in my own house seize me at its will,
And drag me out to the white fury there.
LIZETTE WOODWORTH REESE
AMERICAN (1856-1935)

SUMMER
Summer is y-comen in
Summer is y-comen in,
Loud sing cuckoo!
Groweth seed and bloweth meed
And springeth the wood now —
Sing cuckoo!
Ewe bleateth after lamb,
Loweth after calf cow;
Bullock starteth, buck farteth.
Merry sing cuckoo!
Cuckoo! Cuckoo!
Well singest thou cuckoo:
Nor cease thou never now.
            Sing cuckoo, now, sing cuckoo!
            Sing cuckoo! sing cuckoo, now!
ANONYMOUS
ENGLISH (13TH CENTURY)
Now welcome, somer, with thy sonne softe
Now welcome, somer, with thy sonne softe,
That hast thise wintres wedres overshake,
And driven away the large nightes blake.
Saint Valentin, that art ful heigh on lofte,
Thus singen smale fowles for thy sake:
Now welcome, somer, with thy sonne softe.
Wel han they cause forto gladen ofte,
Sith eech of hem recovered hath his make;
Ful blisful mowe they singe whan they wake:
Now welcome, somer, with thy sonne softe.
GEOFFREY CHAUCER
ENGLISH (C. 1342-1400)
Why are our summer sports so brittle?
Why are our summer sports so brittle?
    The leaves already fall,
    The meads are drownèd all;
Alas, that summer lasts so little.
    No pleasure could be tasted
If flowery summer always lasted.
ANONYMOUS
ENGLISH (MEDIEVAL)
Summer Moods
I love at eventide to walk alone
Down narrow lanes o’erhung with dewy thorn
Where from the long grass underneath the snail
Jet black creeps out and sprouts his timid horn.
I love to muse o’er meadows newly mown
Where withering grass perfumes the sultry air
Where bees search round with sad and weary drone
In vain for flowers that bloomed but newly there,
While in the juicy corn the hidden quail
Cries “wet my foot” and hid as thoughts unborn
The fairy-like and seldom-seen land rail
Utters “craik craik” like voices underground
Right glad to meet the evening’s dewy veil
And see the light fade into glooms around.
JOHN CLARE
ENGLISH (1793-1864)
Summer Wind
It is a sultry day; the sun has drunk
The dew that lay upon the morning grass;
There is no rustling in the lofty elm
That canopies my dwelling, and its shade
Scarce cools me. All is silent, save the faint
And interrupted murmur of the bee,
Settling on the sick flowers, and then again
Instantly on the wing. The plants around
Feel the too potent fervors: the tall maize
Rolls up its long green leaves; the clover droops
Its tender foliage, and declines its blooms.
But far in the fierce sunshine tower the hills,
With all their growth of woods, silent and stern,
As if the scorching heat and dazzling light
Were but an element they loved. Bright clouds,
Motionless pillars of the brazen heaven —
Their bases on the mountains—their white tops
Shining in the far ether—fire the air
With a reflected radiance, and make turn
The gazer’s eye away. For me, I lie
Languidly in the shade, where the thick turf,
Yet virgin from the kisses of the sun,
Retains some freshness, and I woo the wind
That still delays his coming. Why so slow,
Gentle and voluble spirit of the air?
Oh, come and breathe upon the fainting earth
Coolness and life. Is it that in his caves
He hears me? See, on yonder woody ridge,
The pine is bending his proud top, and now
Among the nearer groves, chestnut and oak
Are tossing their green boughs about. He comes;
Lo, where the grassy meadow runs in waves!
The deep distressful silence of the scene
Breaks up with mingling of unnumbered sounds
And universal motion. He is come,
Shaking a shower of blossoms from the shrubs,
And bearing on their fragrance; and he brings
Music of birds, and rustling of young boughs,
And sound of swaying branches, and the voice
Of distant waterfalls. All the green herbs
Are stirring in his breath; a thousand flowers,
By the road-side and the borders of the brook,
Nod gayly to each other; glossy leaves
Are twinkling in the sun, as if the dew
Were on them yet, and silver waters break
Into small waves and sparkle as he comes.
WILLIAM CULLEN BRYANT
AMERICAN (1794-1878)
I hear a river thro’ the valley wander
I hear a river thro’ the valley wander
Whose water runs, the song alone remaining.
A rainbow stands and summer passes under.
TRUMBULL STICKNEY
AMERICAN (1874-1904)
The Oven Bird
There is a singer everyone has heard,
Loud, a mid-summer and a mid-wood bird,
Who makes the solid tree trunks sound again.
He says that leaves are old and that for flowers
Mid-summer is to spring as one to ten.
He says the early petal-fall is past
When pear and cherry bloom went down in showers
On sunny days a moment overcast;
And comes that other fall we name the fall.
He says the highway dust is over all.
The bird would cease and be as other birds
But that he knows in singing not to sing.
The question that he frames in all but words
Is what to make of a diminished thing.
ROBERT FROST
AMERICAN (1874-1963)
Heat
O wind, rend open the heat,
cut apart the heat,
rend it to tatters.
Fruit cannot drop
through this thick air —
fruit cannot fall into heat
that presses up and blunts
the points of pears
and rounds the grapes.
Cut the heat —
plough through it,
turning it on either side
of your path.
H.D.
AMERICAN (1886-1961)
Eel-Grass
No matter what I say,
    All that I really love
Is the rain that flattens on the bay,
    And the eel-grass in the cove;
The jingle-shells that lie and bleach
    At the tide-line, and the trace
Of higher tides along the beach:
    Nothing in this place.
EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY
AMERICAN (1892-1950)
Summer Night
The sounds
Of the Harlem night
Drop one by one into stillness.
The last player-piano is closed.
The last victrola ceases with the
“Jazz Boy Blues.”
The last crying baby sleeps
And the night becomes
Still as a whispering heartbeat.
I toss
Without rest in the darkness,
Weary as the tired night,
My soul
Empty as the silence,
Empty with a vague,
Aching emptiness,
Desiring,
Needing someone,
Something.
I toss without rest
In the darkness
Until the new dawn,
Wan and pale,
Descends like a white mist
Into the court-yard.
LANGSTON HUGHES
AMERICAN (1902-1967)
The House Was Quiet and the World Was Calm
The house was quiet and the world was calm.
The reader became the book; and summer night
Was like the conscious being of the book.
The house was quiet and the world was calm.
The words were spoken as if there was no book,
Except that the reader leaned above the page,
Wanted to lean, wanted much most to be
The scholar to whom his book is true, to whom
The summer night is like a perfection of thought.
The house was quiet because it had to be.
The quiet was part of the meaning, part of the mind:
The access of perfection to the page.
And the world was calm. The truth in a calm world,
In which there is no other meaning, itself
Is calm, itself is summer and night, itself
Is the reader leaning late and reading there.
WALLACE STEVENS
AMERICAN (1879-1955)
Summer
There is that sound like the wind
Forgetting in the branches that means something
Nobody can translate. And there is the sobering “later on,”
When you consider what a thing meant, and put it down.
For the time being the shadow is ample
And hardly seen, divided among the twigs of a tree,
The trees of a forest, just as life is divided up
Between you and me, and among all the others out there.
And the thinning-out phase follows
The period of reflection. And suddenly, to be dying
Is not a little or mean or cheap thing,
Only wearying, the heat unbearable,
And also the little mindless constructions put upon
Our fantasies of what we did: summer, the ball of pine needles,
The loose fates serving our acts, with token smiles,
Carrying out their instructions too accurately —
Too late to cancel them now—and winter, the twitter
Of cold stars at the pane, that describes with broad gestures
This state of being that is not so big after all.
Summer involves going down as a steep flight of steps
To a narrow ledge over the water. Is this it, then,
This iron comfort, these reasonable taboos,
Or did you mean it when you stopped? And the face
Resembles yours, the one reflected in the water.
JOHN ASHBERY
AMERICAN (B. 1927)
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