Poems for Memorization  Spring 1998

1. Limerick

There once was an old man of Lyme

Who married three wives at a time.


When asked, “Why a third?”


He replied, “One’s absurd!

And bigamy, sir, is a crime.”
2. To Spend Uncounted Years of Pain

Arthur Hugh Clough (1819-1861)

To spend uncounted years of pain,

Again, again, and yet again.

In working out in heart and brain

  The problem of our being here;

To gather facts from far and near,

Upon the mind to hold them clear,

And, knowing more may yet appear,

Unton one’s latest breath to fear

The premature result to draw –

Is this the object, end, and law, 

  And purpose of our being here?
3. Postscript to a Pettiness  A.S.J. Tessimond (1902-1962)
Though you’ll forgive, I think, my sweet,

My larger sins of haste and heat

And lust and fear, can you forgive

My inabilities to live?

Can you despise me not too much

When most I lack the human touch?

Promise to keep no diary of

Days when I fail, dear love, to love!
4. A Sort of Song  William Carlos Williams (US 1883-1963)

Let the snake wait under

his weed

and the writing 

be of words, slow and quick, sharp

to strike, quiet to wait, 

sleepless.

– through metaphor to reconcile

the people and the stones.

Compose. (No ideas

but in things) Invent!

Saxifrage is my flower that splits

the rocks.
5. Portrait  Judith Wright  (1915- )

It was a heartfelt game, when it began –

polish and cook and sew and mend, and contrive,

more between sink and stove, keep flower-beds weeded –

all her love needed was that it was needed,

and merely living kept the blood alive.

Now an old habit leads from sink to stove,

mends and keeps clean the house that looks like home,

and waits in hunger dressed to look like love

for the calm return of those who, when they come,

remind her: this was a game, when it began.
6. Music I heard  By Conrad Aiken

American  (1889-1973)
Music I heard with you was more than music,

And bread I broke with you was more than bread;

Now that I am without you, all is desolate;

All that was once so beautiful is dead.

Your hands once touched this table and this silver,

And I have seen your fingers hold this glass.

These things do not remember you, beloved, – 
And yet your touch upon them will not pass.

For it was in my heart you moved among them,

And blessed them with your hands and with your eyes;

And in my heart they will remember always, – 
They knew you once, O beautiful and wise.
7. The Soul selects her own Society

Emily Dickinson
The Soul selects her own Society –
Then – shuts the Door – 
To her divine Majority –
Present no more –
Unmoved – she notes the Chariots – pausing –
At her low Gate –
Unmoved – an Emperor be kneeling

Upon her Mat –
I've known her – from an ample nation –
Choose One –
Then – close the Valves of her attention –
Like Stone –
8. In Time of Daffodils(Who Know


e. e. cummings (US 1894-1962) (Edward Estlin)

in time of daffodils(who know

the goal of living is to grow)

forgetting why,remember how

in time of lilacs who proclaim

the aim of waking is to dream,

remember so(forgetting seem)

in time of roses(who amaze

our now and here with paradise)

forgetting if,remember yes

in time of all sweet things beyond

whatever mind may comprehend,

remember seek(forgetting find)

and in a mystery to be

(when time from time shall set us free)

forgetting me,remember me
9. I Shall Forget You Presently, My Dear 

Edna St. Vincent Millay (US 1892-1950)

I shall forget you presently, my dear,

So make the most of this, your little day,

Your little month, your little half a year,

Ere I forget, or die, or move away,

And we are done forever; by and by

I shall forget you, as I said, but now,

If you entreat me with your loveliest lie

I will protest you with my favorite vow.

I would indeed that love were longer-lived, 

And oaths were not so brittle as they are,

But so it is, and nature has contrived

To struggle on without a break thus far,–

Whether or not we find what we are seeking

Is idle, biologically speaking.
10. The Proof  Richard Wilbur (1921- )

Shall I love God for causing me to be?

I was mere utterance; shall these words love me?

Yet when I caused his work to jar and stammer,

And one free subject loosened all his grammar,

I love him that he did not in a rage

Once and forever rule me off the page.

But, thinking I might come to please him yet,

Crossed out delete and wrote his patient stet.
11. Jenny Kiss’d Me  Leigh Hunt 

(English 1784-1859)

Jenny kiss’d me when we met,

  Jumping from the chair she sat in;

Time, you thief, who love to get

  Sweets into your list, put that in!

Say I’m weary, say I’m sad,

  Say that health and wealth have miss’d me,

Say I’m growing old, but add,

  Jenny kiss’d me.
12. Discovery  Hilaire Belloc (1870-1953)

Life is a long discovery, isn’t it?

You only get your wisdom bit by bit.

If you have luck you find in early youth

How dangerous it is to tell the Truth;

And next you learn how dignity and peace

Are the ripe fruits of patient avarice.

You find that middle life goes racing past.

You find despair: and, at the very last,

You find as you are giving up the ghost

That those who loved you best despised you most.
13. The wind sprang up at four o'clock

T. S. Eliot  British  (1888-1965)

The wind sprang up at four o'clock

The wind sprang up and broke the bells

Swinging between life and death

Here, in death's dream kingdom

The waking echo of confusion strife

Is it a dream or something else

When the surface of the blackened river

Is a face that sweats with tears?

I saw across the blackened river

The camp fire shake with alien spears.

Here, across death's other river

The Tartar horsemen shake their spears.
14. Plea  John Ciardi (1916- )

I said to her tears: ‘I am fallible and hungry,

and refusal is no correction and anger no meal.

Feed me mercies from the first-bread of your heart.

I have invented no part of the error it is 

to be human. The least law could jail me

and be upheld; the least theology, damn me

and be proved. But when, ever have I come to you

to be judged? Set me straight to your last breath,

and mine, and feed me most what I need not deserve

– or starve yourself, and starve me, and be right.‘
15. Evening Waterfall  

Carl Sandburg  (US 1878-1967)

What was the name you called me? –

And why did you go so soon?

The crows lift their caw on the wind,

And the wind changed and was lonely.

The warblers cry their sleepy-songs

Across the valley gloaming,

Across the cattle-horns of early stars.

Feathers and people in the crotch of a treetop

Throw an evening waterfall of sleepy songs.

What was the name you called me? –

And why did you go so soon?
16. Limerick

There was a faith healer of Deal

Who said, “Although pain is not real,


When I sit on a pin


And it punctures my skin,

I dislike what I fancy I feel.
