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AUTHOR’S NOTE

only a few major exceptions: Chaucer, Spenser, Ralegh, Crashaw,

and one or two others. Chaucer loses too much when we abandon
his Middle English, while Spenser and Ralegh are deliberately archaic, as is
Crashaw in his celebrations of Saint Teresa of Avila.

My introduction explains the concept and purpose of this book, but
the center, for me, of my commentaries here is to be found in the essay
“The Art of Reading Poetry.”

The headnotes to poets and to poems vary greatly in length, and may

l I‘ OR THE MOST PART, I have employed modernized texts, with

sometimes appear disproportionate in regard to how fully the poets are
represented. Thus, the discussions of Ezra Pound and of H. D. range
widely, and give a total vision of their work. I have refrained from analyz-
ing my selections from Shakespeare, as I do for Milton, because Shake-
speare is more accessible to the common reader, while Milton requires
mediation.

I acknowledge the debts owed to my research assistants: Brad Wood-
worth, Brett Foster, Deborah Kroplick, Jesse Zuba, and Stuart Watson.
My wife, Jeanne, also aided in gathering together this volume.

Harold Bloom

Timothy Dwight College
Yale University

March 6, 2003



INTRODUCTION

HOUGH ARRANGED CHRONOLOGICALLY, this vast book

is intended for every kind of personal use, so that literary history

is essentially irrelevant to its purposes, as are all considerations of
political correctness and incorrectness. The best poems published by
women before 1923 are here, chosen entirely on the basis of their aes-
thetic value. Poetry is in the first place poetry, a high and ancient art. It
raises your consciousness of glory and of grief, of woe or wonder, as Shake-
speare phrased it. Shakespeare spoke of “wonder-wounded hearers”: they
are the readers this volume seeks to serve.

My chronological limits are set by Geoffrey Chaucer, born around
1343, and Hart Crane, born in 18gg. If poets born in the twentieth century
were included here, many would be from Canada, the West Indies, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and Africa, but because of the span covered, everyone
here wrote in Great Britain or the United States.

I have included no poem or excerpt from a longer work that does not
meet (in my judgment) the highest aesthetic and cognitive standards that
poetry can exemplify. There are 108 poets represented in this book (aside
from Anonymous), with about 24 given in something like their full abun-
dance. Essentially, this is the anthology I've always wanted to possess. It
reflects sixty years of deep and passionate reading, going back to my love
of William Blake and Hart Crane, of William Shakespeare and John Mil-
ton, that vitalized my life from my twelfth year onward.



xxviii INTRODUCTION

What is the use of great poetry for life? Wallace Stevens said that
poetry was one of the enlargements of life. Oscar Wilde, marvelous critic
and dramatist though a weak poet, remarked that all art was perfectly use-
less, an irony we need not literalize. Wilde knew, better than almost all of
us, that Shakespeare, Michelangelo, and Mozart are superbly useful: they
give the more difficult pleasures that can persuade us to abandon pleas-
ures that are too easy, to adopt Shelley’s formulation of the Sublime mode.

Ultimately, we seek out the best poems because something in many, if
not most, of us quests for the transcendental and extraordinary, however
secular, however well within the realm of the natural. We long, as
Wordsworth wrote, for “something evermore about to be.” The marvelous
comes to us, when it comes, in very different forms: ideally in another per-
son, but sometimes by an otherness in the self.
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