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I am dedicating my thoughts in this book to my three-year-old
daughter Caroline, because I have had her constantly in mind (and
sometimes in lap) as | wrote about the poems collected here.
Already, on a daily basis, she hears poetry, and before long she will
be able to read it for herself. What general book of poetry should
she, or anyone, start with? Well, this collection of the 500 poems
that (according to The Columbia Granger's™ Index to Poetry) have been
anthologized most often impresses me as exactly the sort of book
with which [ would want to welcome her to the world of poetry in
English. As a poet, teacher, editor, and father, | am satished that
these 500 poems, with a bit of commentary, will serve as a splendid
way for somebody to become acquainted with the best that has been
written in the shorter poetic forms for about 750 years. As | have
said to myself repeatedly, this is i/

This is the story of poetry in English, starting in the Middle Ages
in England and ending in the English-speaking world of today. It
starts with poems of a simplicity of form and directness of emotion
that appeal instantly to children and adults alike. But mature artistry
i on display from the beginning, as is that necessary precccupation
ol maturity —time. Growing children are the most vivid reminders of
our own aging, and this book demonstrates, from the beginning, that
English poets have been obsessed with the passage of time. Much
poetry seems to be aware of its situation in time and of its relation
to the metronome, the clock, and the calendar. Among the earliest
poems in this book there is a sense of seasons being born:

Sumer is icumen in .. . .
When April with its sweet showers . . . .

The season or month is there to be felt; the day is there to be seized.
Poetry keeps telling us what happens in time. Poems beginning
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“When" are much more numerous than those beginning “"Where" or
“If.” As the meter is running, the recurrent message tapped out by
the passing of measured time is mortality. (This undercurrent may
account for the melancholy and fright that turn up even in lullabies
and nursery rhymes, which suggest that life is an affair of breaking
boughs, falling cradles, bridges falling down, falling down, falling
down.)

But generally it has occurred to me, as [ thought about these 500
poems, that English-speaking people have produced one of the
greatest bodies of literature the world has ever seen. The drama has
been a scene of brilliance since 1590; the novel is about a century
younger. In poetry, however, the English genius goes right back into
the Middle Ages. Great poetry has been written in the English
language for at least 600 years. Dull periods have come along from
time to time, true, but in most perinds since Chaucer, who died in
1400, the English language has served somebody somewhere as the
instrument of breathtaking poetry: epic, dramatic, lyric, satiric,
meditative, nonsensical, as well as every conceivable combination
and permutation.

The greatness of English poetry in a large way reflects on the
peoples who have spoken English, their culture, weather, humor,
even their “character,” whatever that term may suggest. They have
liked songs and stories, and they have believed in talk, all the way
from tavern conversation to parliamentary debate.

And they have had the English language itself. Modern English,
the language in which my daughter is even now gaining fluency,
incorporates Indo-European elements from northwestern and
southwestern Europe—from Anglo-Saxon (Germanic) and French
(Italic). Because of its history, English has become, in respect of
vocabulary and syntax, practically a double language, commonly
offering speakers a number of different ways of saying something.
For the sake of the arts of poetry, several features of the peculiarly
English language-mixture have been inexhaustibly useful. The large
vocabulary furnishes a broad range of possibilities with much
opportunity for nuances and ironies of meaning along with complex
harmonies and textures. Some poets have favored the Germanic
extreme of substantial syllables that stay close to the earth and move
rather slowly, as in Hopkins's “Inversnaid":

(2]
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This darksome burn, horseback brown,
His rollrock highroad roaring down,

In coop and in comb the fleece of his foam
Flutes and low to the lake falls home.

(dthers enjoy the interplay of Germanic and Italic colorations, as in
Hlmkespeare's Sonnet CXVI:

Let me not to the marriage of true minds

Admit impediments . . . .

The physical condition of the language that was in place by about
1250 invited exploitation by poets of many sorts. Indo-European
languages share certain basic features and change according to
vertain common patterns; by 1250 the general changes in English
had a permanent effect on what poets could do. One tremendous
change, which began many centuries ago and is still going on, has
to do with the typical word-making and word-changing mechanism
ol a language.

Consider the Latin word wideo: it is made up from a stem (wid-,
"see”) plus a suffix (-e¢) meaning something like “first-person
singular present indicative”: the English translation, "I see,” must
state the pronoun (1) as a separate word that (2) comes before the
verb. Likewise, the wdi in Julius Caesar's famous claim Vens, v, vied
requires two or three separate English words for an adequate
translation: “I saw” or “I have seen.” The drift—from single words
with inflections on the right side, to collections of single words
arranged on the left—has affected what we do with nouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs. The process had led to a language with
many more monosyllables than Latin had and with many more
polysyllabic words that can be stressed on the final syllables. Latin
had no such words.

This is not the place to go into the details of such evolutionary
developments. Indeed, there are still controversies about the whole
allair. It seems, even so, that, about a thousand years ago, Indo-
European languages were reaching a state in which three devices
were newly available to verse-markers: (1) there were syllables that
could be distinguished and measured by guality or accent, rather
than by guantity or duration (as had been the uniform custom in the

(3]
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