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Pity us
By the sea
On the sands
So briefly
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VOYAGE

Water opens without end
At the prow of the ship
Rising to descend
Away from it

Days become one
I am who I was
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THE NICHE

The niche narrows
Hones one thin
Until his bones
Disclose him
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A–
round
my neck
an amu-
let
Be-
tween
my eyes
a star
A
ring
in my
nose
and
a gold
chain
to
Keep me
where
You
are
*
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SALT AND PEPPER

for Calvin Bedient

Here and there
White hairs appear
On my chest—
Age seasons me
Gives me zest—
I am a sage
In the making
Sprinkled, shaking
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April

April’s tendrils
Spring, entwine
Oaks in the grove
Clothes on the line

May

In May wonders
Without number—
Lilacs for one—
Thrive in the sun

June

Dune grass grows
And roses bloom
The mower mows
Lawns in June

July

Who would eat
An egg you fry
On the sidewalk
In July?
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THE ANNUNCIATION

She bows her head
Submissive, yet
Her downcast glance
Asks the angel, “Why,
For this romance,
Do I qualify?”
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Afterword

on the poetry of samuel menashe

dana gioia

The public career of Samuel Menashe demonstrates how a 
serious poet of singular talent and originality can be ignored 
in our literary culture. There are several reasons for Menashe’s 
obscurity, most of them extrinsic. He lived a bohemian life in an 
age of academic institutionalism. He did not work as a teacher, 
editor, or critic—the common paths to literary visibility. He 
belonged to no literary movement or school. But the major 
cause of his neglect is intrinsic to his poetry. Menashe devoted 
his entire creative career to perfecting the short poem—not 
the conventional short poem of twenty to forty lines beloved 
of magazine editors, but the very short poem. Few of his poems 
are longer than ten lines, and most of his lines are only three 
or four syllables in length. The poems look and sound unusual, 
even eccentric. They are epigrammatic but not epigrams, image-
driven but not Imagistic, lyrical but laconic. Menashe’s highly 
individual, indeed idiosyncratic, work does not fit into any 
tradition of contemporary verse.

Menashe never lacked advocates. His early poems attracted 
the attention of influential writers, including Kathleen Raine, 
Donald Davie, Stephen Spender, Sylvia Townsend Warner, 
and P. N. Furbank. His later work was praised by Clive James, 
Christopher Ricks, Hugh Kenner, and myself. The diversity of 
taste represented by these critics testifies to the wide appeal 
of Menashe’s poems, but it also suggests why their advocacy 
proved so ineffective. In the political world of contemporary 
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poetry, it is better to be championed consistently by one literary 
camp than by stray critics from different camps. Ironically for 
an American poet, most of his support came from England, and 
almost none from his native New York City. Although Menashe 
seldom appeared in American anthologies, his work earned a 
place abroad in the influential Penguin Modern Poets series. 
Only at the age of  78 did Menashe receive a significant American 
honor—the publication of his New and Selected Poems (2005) 
as the inaugural volume in the Library of America’s “Neglected 
Masters” series. He enjoyed the attention, but it was not lost on 
him or his admirers that neglect had been as much a criterion 
as merit.

Menashe is essentially a religious poet, though one without an 
orthodox creed. Most of his poems radiate a heightened religious 
awareness, sometimes in response to traditional spiritual subject 
matter, but more often in relation to everyday objects and 
situations. As a student at the Sorbonne, he had experienced a 
thrill of self-discovery when he first read Baudelaire’s declaration, 
“In certain supernatural states of the soul the most ordinary 
scene becomes its own symbol.” Menashe claimed that his assent 
to “these words—this revelation—was instantaneous.” He soon 
understood his poetic sensibility was religious, visionary, and 
metaphysical. His central themes are the unavoidable concerns 
of religious poetry—the tension between the soul and body, 
past and present, time and eternity. Like David in the Psalms, 
Menashe’s poems alternate between the ecstatic and elegiac, 
though joy is his most characteristic response to existence.

Menashe’s poetic technique, which so strikingly combines 
imagistic compression with traditional rhyme, focuses words 
into symbols of perception. A reader senses that the rhymes 
exist not only for musical effect but also to freeze two or 


