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Clay Jenkinson’s 

Selection of a Few Great Poems 
 

 
Scholar’s Note: I chose these poems because they exemplify the range of what we classify as 

“poetry.” They date from about 1600 to 1955. I chose them because they embody the 

incantatory quality of great poetry. I chose them because they are among my favorites (if one 

has to choose!). I chose them because together they represent a great introduction to the 

world of poetry. We may not get to all of them, but they are all worthy reading and re-

reading. 

 

 

Shakespeare: Sonnet 116 “Let Me Not to the Marriage of True Minds” 

John Donne: “The Funeral” 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge: “Kubla Khan”  

William Blake: “The Sick Rose” 

Emily Dickinson: “I Heard a Fly Buzz When I Died” & “Wild Nights” 

Edgar Allen Poe: “Alone” 

Percy Bysshe Shelley: “Ozymandias”  

Walt Whitman: “When I Heard the Learned Astronomer” & “I Think I Could Turn and 

Live with the Animals” 

William Butler Yeats: “The Second Coming” 

W.H. Auden: “The Shield of Achilles” 

Langston Hughes: “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” 
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William Shakespeare: 1564-1616 
 
Sonnet 116: Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
 
Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
Admit impediments; love is not love 
Which alters when it alteration finds, 
Or bends with the remover to remove. 
O no, it is an ever-fixèd mark 
That looks on tempests and is never shaken; 
It is the star to every wand'ring bark 
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken. 
Love's not time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks 
Within his bending sickle's compass come. 
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 
But bears it out even to the edge of doom: 
If this be error and upon me proved, 
I never writ, nor no man ever loved. 
  



John Donne: 1572-1631 
 
The Funeral 
 
Whoever comes to shroud me, do not harm  
         Nor question much  
That subtle wreath of hair, which crowns my arm;  
The mystery, the sign, you must not touch,  
         For 'tis my outward soul,  
Viceroy to that, which then to heaven being gone,  
         Will leave this to control  
And keep these limbs, her provinces, from dissolution.  
 
For if the sinewy thread my brain lets fall  
         Through every part  
Can tie those parts, and make me one of all,  
Those hairs which upward grew, and strength and art  
         Have from a better brain,  
Can better do'it; except she meant that I  
         By this should know my pain,  
As prisoners then are manacled, when they'are condemn'd to die.  
 
Whate'er she meant by'it, bury it with me,  
         For since I am  
Love's martyr, it might breed idolatry,  
If into other hands these relics came;  
         As 'twas humility  
To afford to it all that a soul can do,  
         So, 'tis some bravery,  
That since you would have none of me, I bury some of you.  
 
 
  



Samuel Taylor Coleridge: 1772-1834  
 
Kubla Khan 
Or, a vision in a dream. A Fragment. 
 
In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 
A stately pleasure-dome decree: 
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran 
Through caverns measureless to man 
   Down to a sunless sea. 
So twice five miles of fertile ground 
With walls and towers were girdled round; 
And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills, 
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree; 
And here were forests ancient as the hills, 
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. 
 
But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted 
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover! 
A savage place! as holy and enchanted 
As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted 
By woman wailing for her demon-lover! 
And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething, 
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing, 
A mighty fountain momently was forced: 
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst 
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail, 
Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail: 
And mid these dancing rocks at once and ever 
It flung up momently the sacred river. 
Five miles meandering with a mazy motion 
Through wood and dale the sacred river ran, 
Then reached the caverns measureless to man, 
And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean; 
And ’mid this tumult Kubla heard from far 
Ancestral voices prophesying war! 
   The shadow of the dome of pleasure 
   Floated midway on the waves; 
   Where was heard the mingled measure 
   From the fountain and the caves. 
It was a miracle of rare device, 
A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice! 
 
   A damsel with a dulcimer 
   In a vision once I saw: 



   It was an Abyssinian maid 
   And on her dulcimer she played, 
   Singing of Mount Abora. 
   Could I revive within me 
   Her symphony and song, 
   To such a deep delight ’twould win me, 
That with music loud and long, 
I would build that dome in air, 
That sunny dome! those caves of ice! 
And all who heard should see them there, 
And all should cry, Beware! Beware! 
His flashing eyes, his floating hair! 
Weave a circle round him thrice, 
And close your eyes with holy dread 
For he on honey-dew hath fed, 
And drunk the milk of Paradise. 
 
  



William Blake: 1757-1827 
 
The Sick Rose 
 
O Rose thou art sick.  
The invisible worm,  
That flies in the night  
In the howling storm:  
 
Has found out thy bed  
Of crimson joy:  
And his dark secret love  
Does thy life destroy. 
 
  



Emily Dickinson: 1830-1886 
 
I heard a Fly buzz - when I died - 
 
I heard a Fly buzz - when I died - 
The Stillness in the Room 
Was like the Stillness in the Air - 
Between the Heaves of Storm - 
 
The Eyes around - had wrung them dry - 
And Breaths were gathering firm 
For that last Onset - when the King 
Be witnessed - in the Room - 
 
I willed my Keepsakes - Signed away 
What portion of me be 
Assignable - and then it was 
There interposed a Fly - 
 
With Blue - uncertain - stumbling Buzz - 
Between the light - and me - 
And then the Windows failed - and then 
I could not see to see - 
 
 
Wild nights - Wild nights! 
 
Wild nights - Wild nights! 
Were I with thee 
Wild nights should be 
Our luxury! 
 
Futile - the winds - 
To a Heart in port - 
Done with the Compass - 
Done with the Chart! 
 
Rowing in Eden - 
Ah - the Sea! 
Might I but moor - tonight - 
In thee! 
 
  



Edgar Allan Poe: 1809-1849 
 
Alone 
 
From childhood’s hour I have not been  
As others were—I have not seen  
As others saw—I could not bring  
My passions from a common spring—  
From the same source I have not taken  
My sorrow—I could not awaken  
My heart to joy at the same tone—  
And all I lov’d—I lov’d alone—  
Then—in my childhood—in the dawn  
Of a most stormy life—was drawn  
From ev’ry depth of good and ill  
The mystery which binds me still—  
From the torrent, or the fountain—  
From the red cliff of the mountain—  
From the sun that ’round me roll’d  
In its autumn tint of gold—  
From the lightning in the sky  
As it pass’d me flying by—  
From the thunder, and the storm—  
And the cloud that took the form  
(When the rest of Heaven was blue)  
Of a demon in my view— 
 
 
  



Percy Bysshe Shelley: 1792-1822 
 
Ozymandias  
 
I met a traveller from an antique land, 
Who said—“Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 
Stand in the desert. . . . Near them, on the sand, 
Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown, 
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command, 
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, 
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed; 
And on the pedestal, these words appear: 
My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings; 
Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair! 
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 
Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare 
The lone and level sands stretch far away.” 
 
  



Walt Whitman: 1819-1892 
 
When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer 
 
When I heard the learn’d astronomer,  
When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me,  
When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them,  
When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much applause in the lecture-
room,  
How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,  
Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself,  
In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,  
Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars. 
 
 
I Think I Could Turn and Live With Animals... 
from Song of Myself 
 
I think I could turn and live with animals,  
they are so placid and self-contain'd,  
I stand and look at them long and long. 
 
They do not sweat and whine about their condition,  
They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins,  
They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God,  
Not one is dissatisfied, not one is demented with the mania of owning things,  
Not one kneels to another, nor to his kind that lived thousands of years ago,  
Not one is respectable or unhappy over the whole earth. 
 
So they show their relations to me and I accept them,  
  



William Butler Yeats: 1865-1939 
 
The Second Coming 
 
Turning and turning in the widening gyre    
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere    
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst    
Are full of passionate intensity. 
 
Surely some revelation is at hand; 
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.    
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out    
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi 
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert    
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,    
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,    
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it    
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.    
The darkness drops again; but now I know    
That twenty centuries of stony sleep 
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,    
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,    
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 
 
  



 
W.H. Auden: 1907-1973 
 
The Shield of Achilles  
 
 
    She looked over his shoulder 
       For vines and olive trees, 
    Marble well-governed cities 
       And ships upon untamed seas, 
    But there on the shining metal 
       His hands had put instead 
    An artificial wilderness 
       And a sky like lead. 
A plain without a feature, bare and brown, 
   No blade of grass, no sign of neighborhood, 
Nothing to eat and nowhere to sit down, 
   Yet, congregated on its blankness, stood 
   An unintelligible multitude, 
A million eyes, a million boots in line,  
Without expression, waiting for a sign. 
Out of the air a voice without a face 
   Proved by statistics that some cause was just 
In tones as dry and level as the place: 
   No one was cheered and nothing was discussed; 
   Column by column in a cloud of dust 
They marched away enduring a belief 
Whose logic brought them, somewhere else, to grief. 
    She looked over his shoulder 
       For ritual pieties, 
    White flower-garlanded heifers, 
       Libation and sacrifice, 
    But there on the shining metal 
       Where the altar should have been, 
    She saw by his flickering forge-light 
       Quite another scene. 
Barbed wire enclosed an arbitrary spot 
   Where bored officials lounged (one cracked a joke) 
And sentries sweated for the day was hot: 
   A crowd of ordinary decent folk 
   Watched from without and neither moved nor spoke 
As three pale figures were led forth and bound 
To three posts driven upright in the ground. 
The mass and majesty of this world, all 
   That carries weight and always weighs the same 



Lay in the hands of others; they were small 
   And could not hope for help and no help came: 
   What their foes liked to do was done, their shame 
Was all the worst could wish; they lost their pride 
And died as men before their bodies died. 
    She looked over his shoulder 
       For athletes at their games, 
    Men and women in a dance 
       Moving their sweet limbs 
    Quick, quick, to music, 
       But there on the shining shield 
    His hands had set no dancing-floor 
       But a weed-choked field. 
A ragged urchin, aimless and alone, 
   Loitered about that vacancy; a bird 
Flew up to safety from his well-aimed stone: 
   That girls are raped, that two boys knife a third, 
   Were axioms to him, who'd never heard 
Of any world where promises were kept, 
Or one could weep because another wept. 
    The thin-lipped armorer, 
       Hephaestos, hobbled away, 
    Thetis of the shining breasts 
       Cried out in dismay 
    At what the god had wrought 
       To please her son, the strong 
    Iron-hearted man-slaying Achilles 
       Who would not live long. 
 
  
  



 
 

Langston Hughes 1901-1967  
 
The Negro Speaks of Rivers 
 
I’ve known rivers: 
I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in human 
veins. 
 
My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 
 
I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 
I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 
I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 
I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans, and 
I’ve seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 
 
I’ve known rivers: 
Ancient, dusky rivers. 
 
My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 
 
 


