Poems and Prose for Memorization and Reading Aloud: Spring 2001

1.  Not All There  Robert Frost

American  (1874-1963)

I turned to speak to God

About the world’s despair;

But to make bad matters worse

I found God wasn’t there.

God turned to speak to me

(Don’t anybody laugh)

God found I wasn’t there –

At least not over half.

2.  The Mermaid  William Butler Yeats

Irish  (1865-1939)

A mermaid found a swimming lad,

Picked him for her own,

Pressed her body to his body,

Laughed; and plunging down

Forgot in cruel happiness

That even lovers drown.

3.  We Real Cool  Gwendolyn Brooks 

American  (1917-2000)

The Pool Players

Seven at the Golden Shovel

We real cool. We

Left school. We

Lurk late. We

Strike straight. We

Sing sin. We

Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We

Die soon.

4.  Eros  Ralph Waldo Emerson

American  (1803-1882)

The sense of the world is short, –

Long and various the report, –

  To love and be beloved;

Men and gods have not outlearned it;

And, how ofte soe’er they’ve turned it,

  ’Tis not to be improved.

5.
from: The Autobiography of

Benjamin Franklin (1793)

American (1706-1790)

 “In reality, there is, perhaps, no one 

of our natural passions so hard to subdue 

as pride. Disguise it, struggle with it, beat 

it down, stifle it, mortify it as much as one 

pleases, it is still alive, and will every now 

and then peep out and show itself; you will 

see it, perhaps, often in this history; for, 

even if I could conceive that I had 

compleatly overcome it, I should probably 

be proud of my humility.”

6.  Owed to New York Byron Rufus Newton 

American  (1861-1938)

Vulgar of manner, overfed, 

Overdressed and underbred, 

Heartless, Godless, hell's delight, 

Rude by day and lewd by night; 

Bedwarfed the man, o'ergrown the brute, 

Ruled by boss and prostitute: 

Purple-robed and pauper-clad, 

Raving, rotting, money-mad; 

A squirming herd in Mammon's mesh, 

A wilderness of human flesh; 

Crazed by avarice, lust and rum, 

New York, thy name's “Delirium.” 

7.
From: Stages on Life's Way (1845)

Søren Kierkegaard  Danish (1813-1855)

“How poor is language in comparison 

with that symphony of sounds unmeaning, 

yet how significant, whether of a battle 

or of a banquet, which even scenic 

representation cannot imitate and for which 

language has but a few words! How rich is 

language in the expression of the world of 

ideas, and how poor, when it is to describe 

reality!”

8.  Evening Sky  John Gould Fletcher

American  (1886-1950)

The sky spreads out its poor array

Of tattered flags,

Saffron and rose

Over the weary huddle of housetops

Smoking their evening pipes in silence.

9.  From: ‘On Going a Journey’ (1822)

William Hazlitt  English (1778-1830)


How fine it is to enter some old town, 

walled and turreted, just at the approach of 

night-fall, or to come to some straggling village,

with the lights streaming through the surrounding

gloom; and then after inquiring for the best 

entertainment the place affords, to ‘take one’s ease

at one’s inn!’ These eventful moments in our lives

are in fact too precious, too full of solid, heart-felt

happiness to be frittered and dribbled away even in

imperfect sympathy. I would have them all to 

myself, and drain them to the last drop: they will 

do to talk of or write about afterwards.

10.  VI  by A. E. Housman

English  (1859-1936)

I to my perils

  Of cheat and charmer

  Came clad in armour

By stars benign;

Hope lies to mortals

  And most believe her,

  But man’s deceiver

Was never mine.

The thoughts of others

  Were light and fleeting,

  Of lovers’ meeting

Or luck or fame;

Mine were of trouble

  And mine were steady,

  So I was ready

When troubles came.

11.  From: The Call of Cthulhu (1926)
H. P. Lovecraft  American  (1890-1937)

“The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far. The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some day the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.”

12. Exultation  Mae V. Cowdery

American (1909-1953)

O day!

With sun glowing –

Gold

Pouring through

A scarlet rustling tree!

O night!

With stars burning –

Fire falling

Into a dark and whispering sea!

13. From: Of the Conduct of Understanding
John Locke  English (1632-1704)


This is that which I think readers are apt to be mistaken in. Those who have read of every thing, are thought to understand every thing too; but it is not always so. Reading furnishes the mind only with materials of knowledge, it is thinking makes what we read ours. We are of the ruminating kind, and it is not enough to cram ourselves with a great load of collections; unless we chew them over again, they will not give us strength and nourishment.

14.  if  e.e. (Edward Estlin) cummings 

American  (1894-1962) 

if freckles were lovely, and day was night, 

and measles were nice and a lie warn’t a lie, 

life would be delight,– 

but things couldn’t go right

for in such a sad plight 

i wouldn’t be i.

if earth was heaven and now was hence,

and past was present, and false was true, 

there might be some sense 

but i’d be in suspense

for on such a pretense 

you wouldn’t be you.

if fear was plucky, and globes were square,

and dirt was cleanly and tears were glee

things would seem fair,– 

yet they’d all despair, 

for if here was there 

we wouldn’t be we

15.  From: Journal  Henry David Thoreau 

American (1817-1862)


Men are very generally spoiled by being so civil and well-disposed. You can have no profitable conversation with them, they are so conciliatory, determined to agree with you. They exhibit such long-suffering and kindness in a short interview. I would meet with some provoking strangeness, so that we may be guest and host and refresh one another. It is possible for a man wholly to disappear and be merged in his manners. The thousand and one gentlemen whom I meet, I meet despairingly, and but to part from them, for I am not cheered by the hope of any rudeness from them. A cross man, a coarse man, an eccentric man, a silent, a man who does not drill well, – of him there is some hope. Your gentlemen, they are all alike.

16. Samurai Song  Robert Pinsky

American (1940- )

When I had no roof I made

Audacity my roof. When I had

No supper my eyes dined.

When I had no eyes I listened.

When I had no ears I thought

When I had no thought I waited.

When I had no father I made

Care my father. When I had

No mother I embraced order.

When I had no friend I made

Quiet my friend. When I had no

Enemy I opposed my body.

When I had no temple I made

My voice my temple. I have

No priest, my tongue is my choir.

When I have no means fortune

Is my means. When I have

Nothing, death will be my fortune.

Need is my tactic, detachment

Is my strategy. When I had

No lover I courted my sleep.

17.  To a Friend  Amy Lowell 

American (1874-1925)

I ask but one thing of you, only one, 
  That always you will be my dream of you; 
  That never shall I wake to find untrue 
All this I have believed and rested on, 
Forever vanished, like a vision gone 
  Out into the night. Alas, how few 
  There are who strike in us a chord we knew 
Existed, but so seldom heard its tone 
We tremble at the half-forgotten sound. 
  The world is full of rude awakenings 
And heaven-born castles shattered to the ground, 
  Yet still our human longing vainly clings 
To a belief in beauty through all wrongs. 
O stay your hand, and leave my heart its songs! 

18.  895. To — Percy Bysshe Shelley

English  (1792-1822)

I fear thy kisses, gentle maiden,

  Thou needest not fear mine;

My spirit is too deeply laden

  Ever to burthen thine.

I fear thy mien, thy tones, thy motion,

  Thou needest not fear mine;

Innocent is the heart’s devotion

  With which I worship thine.

19. Song   Seamus Heaney

Irish (1939- )

A rowan like a lipsticked girl.

Between the by-road and the main road

Alder trees at a wet and dripping distance

Stand off among the rushes.

There are the mud-flowers of dialect

And the immortelles of perfect pitch

And that moment when the bird sings very close

To the music of what happens.

   “Those who have knowledge of the natural way do not train themselves in cunning, whilst those who use cunning to rule their lives, and the lives of others, are not knowledgeable of the Tao, nor of natural happiness.”

– Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching
He who asks is a fool for five minutes, but he who does not ask remains a fool forever. – Chinese proverb

