The Epigram
Since ancient times—in the Eastern and Western traditions—compact poems charged with meaning have been written; the Greek Anthology, for example, consists of nothing but such poems. And the tradition is very much alive today; the recent Poet Laureate of the United States, Kay Ryan, writes almost exclusively in this mode. 

      Most poetry being written today is lyric poetry, which has ancient roots in song (the name comes from the harp-like lyre, which poets used to play as they sang.) Throughout history, lyric poetry has been the most dominant and persistent mode. In short, a lyric poem is the emotional expression of a single consciousness, conveyed concisely and musically. The epigram, however, takes the brevity and concision to an extreme—saying as much as one can with as few words as possible; this is its only formal requirement. Some tools poets use for this are pun, double entendre, metaphor, imagery, juxtaposition, irony, wit, surprise, and paradox. What follows is a rather random sample of these brief poems. Don’t let their apparent smallness trick you into reading them quickly. 
[What is an epigram] 
       —Samuel Taylor Coleridge

What is an epigram? A dwarfish whole;

Its body brevity, and wit its soul. 

First Fig 


        —Edna St. Vincent Millay

My candle burns at both ends; 
     It will not last the night; 
But ah, my foes and oh, my friends—
     It gives a lovely light.
In Fear of Harvests 



 —James Wright
It has happened 

Before: nearby,

The nostrils of slow horses

Breathe evenly,

And the brown bees drag their high garlands,

Heavily,

Toward hives of snow.
The Secret Sits 



   —Robert Frost 

We dance round in a ring and suppose, 

But the secret sits in the middle and knows.

Coward 




 —A.R. Ammons 

Bravery runs in my family 

Why Truck Drivers Rise Earlier 

than Students of Zen 
 

   —Gary Snyder
In the high seat, before dawn-dark,

Polished hubs gleam

And the shiny diesel stack

Warms and flutters

Up the Tyler Road grade

To the logging on Poorman Creek.

Thirty miles of dust.

There is no other life.

Epigram Engraved on the Collar of a Dog 
which I Gave to His Royal Highness         —Alexander Pope


    

I am his Highness’ dog at Kew; 

Pray tell me, sir, whose dog are you? 

Hair Poem 




        —Bill Knott 

Hair is heaven’s water flowing eerily over us 

Often a someone drifts off down their long hair and is lost 

    


      —Paul Celan [trans., John Felstiner]

I hear, the axe has flowered, 

I hear, the place is not nameable, 

I hear, the bread that looks at him

heals the hanged man, 

the bread his wife baked him, 

I hear, they call life

our only refuge. 

Do Not Die 




   —W.S. Merwin

In each world they may put us

farther apart

do not die

as this world is made I might

live forever

The Pope’s Penis



    —Sharon Olds
It hangs deep in his robes, a delicate
clapper at the center of a bell.
It moves when he moves, a ghostly fish in a
halo of silver seaweed, the hair
swaying in the dark and the heat—and at night
while his eyes sleep, it stands up
in praise of God.
XYZ





 —Robert Pinsky
The cross the fork the zigzag—a few straight lines

For pain, quandary and evasion, the last of signs. 

Their Sex Life 



 —A.R. Ammons

One failure on

Top of another
Games 




    —Jack Gilbert

Imagine if suffering were real.

Imagine if those old people were afraid of death. 

What if the midget or the girl with one arm

really felt pain? Imagine how impossible it would be

to live if some people were

alone and afraid all their lives.
In the Suburbs



—Louis Simpson
There’s no way out.

You were born to waste your life. 

You were born to this middleclass life

As others before you

Were born to walk in procession

To the temple, singing. 

The Temper



           —Robert Creeley

The temper is fragile

as apparently it wants to be,

wind on the ocean, trees

moving in wind and rain. 
In a Station of the Metro 


     —Ezra Pound 
The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 

Petals on a wet, black bough. 

The Red Wheelbarrow 


—W.C. Williams 
so much depends 



upon 





a red wheel 




barrow





glazed with rain

water

beside the white

chickens. 

Elegy





   —W.S. Merwin

Who would I send it to?

The Wild Irises 



 —Michael Fried
Dying of thirst,

I long to share the fate of the wild irises

Each raindrop must seem to whom the size of a boulder

Flung down to devastate them with what they need.
The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner        —Randall Jarrell 

From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State 

And I hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze. 

Six miles from earth, loosed from its dream of life, 

I woke to black flack and the nightmare fighters. 

When I died they washed me out of the turret with a hose. 

Horse




           —Chase Twichell 

I’ve never seen a soul detached from its gender, 

but I’d like to. I’d like to see my own that way, 

free of its female tethers. Maybe it would be like 

riding a horse. The rider’s the human one, 

but everyone looks at the horse. 
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