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The Canterbury Tales, General Prologue 
 
By Geoffrey Chaucer 
 
Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote  
The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,  
And bathed every veyne in swich licour  
Of which vertu engendred is the flour;  
Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth  
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth  
Tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne  
Hath in the Ram his halve cours yronne,  
And smale foweles maken melodye,  
That slepen al the nyght with open ye  
(so Priketh hem Nature in hir corages);  
Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,  
And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes,  
To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;  
And specially from every shires ende  
Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende,  
The hooly blisful martir for to seke,  
That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke.  
 
 
To a Little Invisible Being Who is Expected Soon  
to Become Visible  
 
By Anna Lætitia Barbauld  
 
Germ of new life, whose powers expanding slow  
For many a moon their full perfection wait,—  
Haste, precious pledge of happy love, to go  
Auspicious borne through life's mysterious gate.  
 
What powers lie folded in thy curious frame,—  
Senses from objects locked, and mind from thought!  
How little canst thou guess thy lofty claim  
To grasp at all the worlds the Almighty wrought!  
 
And see, the genial season's warmth to share,  
Fresh younglings shoot, and opening roses glow!  
Swarms of new life exulting fill the air,—  
Haste, infant bud of being, haste to blow!  
 
For thee the nurse prepares her lulling songs,  
The eager matrons count the lingering day;  
But far the most thy anxious parent longs  
On thy soft cheek a mother's kiss to lay.  

 
She only asks to lay her burden down,  
That her glad arms that burden may resume;  
And nature's sharpest pangs her wishes crown,  
That free thee living from thy living tomb.  
 
She longs to fold to her maternal breast  
Part of herself, yet to herself unknown;  
To see and to salute the stranger guest,  
Fed with her life through many a tedious moon.  
   
Come, reap thy rich inheritance of love!  
Bask in the fondness of a Mother's eye!  
Nor wit nor eloquence her heart shall move  
Like the first accents of thy feeble cry.  
 
Haste, little captive, burst thy prison doors!  
Launch on the living world, and spring to light!  
Nature for thee displays her various stores,  
Opens her thousand inlets of delight.  
 
If charmed verse or muttered prayers had power,  
With favouring spells to speed thee on thy way,  
Anxious I'd bid my beads each passing hour,  
Till thy wished smile thy mother's pangs o'erpay. 
 
On First Looking into Chapman's Homer 
 
By John Keats 
 
Much have I travell'd in the realms of gold, 
And many goodly states and kingdoms seen; 
Round many western islands have I been 
Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold. 
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told 
That deep-brow'd Homer ruled as his demesne; 
Yet did I never breathe its pure serene 
Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold: 
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies 
When a new planet swims into his ken; 
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes 
He star'd at the Pacific—and all his men 
Look'd at each other with a wild surmise— 
Silent, upon a peak in Darien. 
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To John Keats, Poet, At Spring Time 
 
By Countee Cullen 
 
I cannot hold my peace, John Keats; 
There never was a spring like this; 
It is an echo, that repeats 
My last year's song and next year's bliss. 
I know, in spite of all men say 
Of Beauty, you have felt her most. 
Yea, even in your grave her way 
Is laid. Poor, troubled, lyric ghost, 
Spring never was so fair and dear 
As Beauty makes her seem this year. 
 
I cannot hold my peace, John Keats, 
I am as helpless in the toil 
Of Spring as any lamb that bleats 
To feel the solid earth recoil 
Beneath his puny legs. Spring beats 
her tocsin call to those who love her, 
And lo! the dogwood petals cover 
Her breast with drifts of snow, and sleek 
White gulls fly screaming to her, and hover 
About her shoulders, and kiss her cheek, 
While white and purple lilacs muster 
A strength that bears them to a cluster 
Of color and odor; for her sake 
All things that slept are now awake. 
 
And you and I, shall we lie still, 
John Keats, while Beauty summons us? 
Somehow I feel your sensitive will 
Is pulsing up some tremulous 
Sap road of a maple tree, whose leaves 
Grow music as they grow, since your 
Wild voice is in them, a harp that grieves 
For life that opens death's dark door. 
Though dust, your fingers still can push 
The Vision Splendid to a birth, 
Though now they work as grass in the hush 
Of the night on the broad sweet page of the earth. 
 
'John Keats is dead,' they say, but I 
Who hear your full insistent cry 
In bud and blossom, leaf and tree, 
Know John Keats still writes poetry. 
And while my head is earthward bowed 

To read new life sprung from your shroud, 
Folks seeing me must think it strange 
That merely spring should so derange 
My mind. They do not know that you, 
John Keats, keep revel with me, too. 
 
Out of Sleep 
 
Allen Curnow 
 
Awake but not yet up, too early morning 
Brings you like bells in matrix of mist 
Noises the mind may finger, but no meaning. 
Two blocks away a single car has crossed 
 
Your intersection with the hour; each noise 
A cough in the cathedral of your waking— 
The cleaners have no souls, no sins—each does 
Some job, Christ dying or the day breaking. 
 
This you suppose is what goes on all day. 
No one is allowed long to stop and listen, 
But takes brief turns at it: now as you lie 
 
Dead calm, a gust in the damp cedar hissing 
Will have the mist right off in half a minute. 
You will not grasp the meaning, you will be in it. 
 
 
Infant Joy 
 
By William Blake 
 
I have no name  
I am but two days old.—  
What shall I call thee? 
I happy am  
Joy is my name,—  
Sweet joy befall thee! 
 
Pretty joy! 
Sweet joy but two days old, 
Sweet joy I call thee;  
Thou dost smile.  
I sing the while  
Sweet joy befall thee. 
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Infant Sorrow 
 
By William Blake 
 
My mother groand! my father wept. 
Into the dangerous world I leapt: 
Helpless, naked, piping loud;  
Like a fiend hid in a cloud. 
 
Struggling in my fathers hands:  
Striving against my swaddling bands:  
Bound and weary I thought best 
To sulk upon my mothers breast. 
 
The French Revolution as It Appeared to 
Enthusiasts at Its Commencement 
 
By William Wordsworth 
 
Oh! pleasant exercise of hope and joy! 
For mighty were the auxiliars which then stood 
Upon our side, we who were strong in love! 
Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, 
But to be young was very heaven!—Oh! times, 
In which the meagre, stale, forbidding ways 
Of custom, law, and statute, took at once 
The attraction of a country in romance! 
When Reason seemed the most to assert her rights, 
When most intent on making of herself 
A prime Enchantress—to assist the work 
Which then was going forward in her name! 
Not favoured spots alone, but the whole earth, 
The beauty wore of promise, that which sets 
(As at some moment might not be unfelt 
Among the bowers of paradise itself ) 
The budding rose above the rose full blown. 
What temper at the prospect did not wake 
To happiness unthought of? The inert 
Were roused, and lively natures rapt away! 
They who had fed their childhood upon dreams, 
The playfellows of fancy, who had made 
All powers of swiftness, subtilty, and strength 
Their ministers,—who in lordly wise had stirred 
Among the grandest objects of the sense, 
And dealt with whatsoever they found there 
As if they had within some lurking right 
To wield it;—they, too, who, of gentle mood, 
Had watched all gentle motions, and to these 

Had fitted their own thoughts, schemers more wild, 
And in the region of their peaceful selves;— 
Now was it that both found, the meek and lofty 
Did both find, helpers to their heart's desire, 
And stuff at hand, plastic as they could wish; 
Were called upon to exercise their skill, 
Not in Utopia, subterranean fields, 
Or some secreted island, Heaven knows where! 
But in the very world, which is the world 
Of all of us,—the place where in the end 
We find our happiness, or not at all! 
 
Spring 
 
By Gerard Manley Hopkins 
 
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. 
 
Aubade 
 
By Philip Larkin 
 
I work all day, and get half-drunk at night.    
Waking at four to soundless dark, I stare.    
In time the curtain-edges will grow light.    
Till then I see what’s really always there:    
Unresting death, a whole day nearer now,    
Making all thought impossible but how    
And where and when I shall myself die.    
Arid interrogation: yet the dread 
Of dying, and being dead, 
Flashes afresh to hold and horrify. 
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The mind blanks at the glare. Not in remorse    
—The good not done, the love not given, time    
Torn off unused—nor wretchedly because    
An only life can take so long to climb 
Clear of its wrong beginnings, and may never;    
But at the total emptiness for ever, 
The sure extinction that we travel to 
And shall be lost in always. Not to be here,    
Not to be anywhere, 
And soon; nothing more terrible, nothing more true. 
 
This is a special way of being afraid 
No trick dispels. Religion used to try, 
That vast moth-eaten musical brocade 
Created to pretend we never die, 
And specious stuff that says No rational being 
Can fear a thing it will not feel, not seeing 
That this is what we fear—no sight, no sound,    
No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with,    
Nothing to love or link with, 
The anaesthetic from which none come round. 
 
And so it stays just on the edge of vision,    
A small unfocused blur, a standing chill    
That slows each impulse down to indecision.    
Most things may never happen: this one will,    
And realisation of it rages out 
In furnace-fear when we are caught without    
People or drink. Courage is no good: 
It means not scaring others. Being brave    
Lets no one off the grave. 
Death is no different whined at than withstood. 
 
Slowly light strengthens, and the room takes shape.    
It stands plain as a wardrobe, what we know,    
Have always known, know that we can’t escape,    
Yet can’t accept. One side will have to go. 
Meanwhile telephones crouch, getting ready to ring    
In locked-up offices, and all the uncaring 
Intricate rented world begins to rouse. 
The sky is white as clay, with no sun. 
Work has to be done. 
Postmen like doctors go from house to house. 
 
 
 
 

 
truth 
 
By Gwendolyn Brooks 
 
And if sun comes 
How shall we greet him? 
Shall we not dread him, 
Shall we not fear him 
After so lengthy a 
Session with shade? 
 
Though we have wept for him, 
Though we have prayed 
All through the night-years— 
What if we wake one shimmering morning to 
Hear the fierce hammering 
Of his firm knuckles 
Hard on the door? 
 
Shall we not shudder?— 
Shall we not flee 
Into the shelter, the dear thick shelter 
Of the familiar 
Propitious haze? 
 
Sweet is it, sweet is it 
To sleep in the coolness 
Of snug unawareness. 
 
The dark hangs heavily 
Over the eyes. 
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I Go Back to May 1937 
 
By Sharon Olds 
 
I see them standing at the formal gates of their colleges,  
I see my father strolling out  
under the ochre sandstone arch, the    
red tiles glinting like bent  
plates of blood behind his head, I  
see my mother with a few light books at her hip  
standing at the pillar made of tiny bricks,  
the wrought-iron gate still open behind her, its  
sword-tips aglow in the May air,  
they are about to graduate, they are about to get married,    
they are kids, they are dumb, all they know is they are    
innocent, they would never hurt anybody.    
I want to go up to them and say Stop,   
don’t do it—she’s the wrong woman,    
he’s the wrong man, you are going to do things  
you cannot imagine you would ever do,    
you are going to do bad things to children,  
you are going to suffer in ways you have not heard of,  
you are going to want to die. I want to go  
up to them there in the late May sunlight and say it,  
her hungry pretty face turning to me,    
her pitiful beautiful untouched body,  
his arrogant handsome face turning to me,    
his pitiful beautiful untouched body,    
but I don’t do it. I want to live. I    
take them up like the male and female    
paper dolls and bang them together    
at the hips, like chips of flint, as if to    
strike sparks from them, I say  
Do what you are going to do, and I will tell about it. 
 
 
Early in the Morning 
 
By Li-Young Lee 
 
While the long grain is softening  
in the water, gurgling  
over a low stove flame, before  
the salted Winter Vegetable is sliced  
for breakfast, before the birds,  
my mother glides an ivory comb  
through her hair, heavy  
and black as calligrapher’s ink.  

 
 She sits at the foot of the bed.  
 My father watches, listens for  
 the music of comb  
 against hair.  
 
 My mother combs,  
 pulls her hair back  
 tight, rolls it  
 around two fingers, pins it  
 in a bun to the back of her head.  
 For half a hundred years she has done this.  
 My father likes to see it like this.  
 He says it is kempt.  
 
 But I know  
 it is because of the way  
 my mother’s hair falls  
 when he pulls the pins out.  
 Easily, like the curtains  
 when they untie them in the evening. 
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The Birth 
 
By Paul Muldoon 
 
Seven o'clock. The seventh day of the seventh month of           
       the year. 
No sooner have I got myself up in lime-green scrubs, 
a sterile cap and mask, 
and taken my place at the head of the table 
 
than the windlass-women ply their shears 
and gralloch-grub 
for a footling foot, then, warming to their task, 
haul into the inestimable 
 
realm of apple-blossoms and chanterelles and damsons   
      and eel-spears 
and foxes and the general hubbub 
of inkies and jennets and Kickapoos with their lemniscs 
or peekaboo-quiffs of Russian sable 
 
and tallow-unctuous vernix, into the realm of the widgeon— 
the 'whew' or 'yellow-poll', not the 'zuizin'— 
 
Dorothy Aoife Korelitz Muldoon: I watch through floods  
      of tears 
as they give her a quick rub-a-dub 
and whisk 
her off to the nursery, then check their staple-guns for staples. 
 
       
       

 
 


