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To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time Analysis 

           The poem "To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time" was written by poet Robert Herrick in 

the 17th century. It was originally a part of the poem collection Hesperides: Or, The Works 

Booth Humane & Divine, appearing as the 208th poem in the book. It speaks of ephemerality, 

mortality, time in a series of four stanzas, each consisting of four lines. All of the craft elements 

of this poem profoundly impact how the reader experiences it and intertwine with the themes it 

has to offer. This paper will go through this poem, stanza by stanza, exploring how this piece of 

literature was developed in a particular way and what effect that has on the reader today. It will 

also talk about the message of the poem as a whole and how it fits into the time it was written in. 

All of these stanzas and elements come together to form a poem that both sits inside of its time 

and outside of its time. Many features, such as the rhythm and meter, are somewhat anachronistic 

and have been shed as years have passed; however, the subject matter of living life to the fullest 

is timeless and is still heavily written about today. 

           The first stanza starts off with the lines, "Gather ye Rose-buds while ye may,/ Old Time is 

still a-flying." (1-2) This is an intriguing couplet for multiple reasons. It immediately makes clear 

the subject matter of the poem—ephemerality. We are only allowed a certain amount of time on 

this earth to do the things we need to do to make our impact. It also immediately brings to mind 

the idea of Carpe Diem, the Latin saying meaning "seize the day." This is particularly interesting 

because this is a theme that the contemporary reader is still thinking about today. Contemporary 
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poets, such as Sharon Olds, Mary Oliver, and others, are still writing about mortality. As the 

remedy to that mortality, the impulse to "seize the day" is presented. In her essay "Druidic 

Difference," the poet Annie Finch brings up the similarities that this poem has to the subject 

matter of contemporary poets. (Finch) She brings up a specific poem by Marilyn Hacker, which 

reads, "Seize the days, the days, or the years will seize them." (Hacker) It is clear that there are 

echoes of the ethos of the Herrick poem in this Hacker poem, showing that the themes that 

Herrick is writing about are not only relevant today, but pertinent. They are still being focused 

on, and writers come back to them constantly. Although some of the features of this poem, such 

as the meter and rhyme scheme, which will be explored later, feel rather dated, the subject matter 

is one that humans have been wondering about for centuries and will continue to wonder about in 

the future. 

           The second stanza of this poem builds on this theme by bringing in the divine. It brings 

up, in the first line, "The glorious Lamp of Heaven, the Sun." (Herrick 5) The invocation of 

"Heaven" in this context was quite compelling. The idea of heaven implies the concept of God, 

which was a big part of life and poetics in the 17th century. Herrick was also writing around the 

same time as John Donne, who was a poet very much writing about God and divinity. He also 

was a famous preacher and gained a decent amount of fame for that. The Poetry Foundation 

writes that("During the Restoration, his writing went out of fashion and remained so for several 

centuries. Throughout the 18th century, and for much of the 19th century, he was little read and 

scarcely appreciated." (Poetry Foundation) However, during the 1800s, his style was taken up 

again, and many writers and scholars are interested in him today. It feels as though there is a 

clear overlap between these two writers. At this moment mentioned above, it feels as though 

there are echoes of Donne and the metaphysical poets, who inquire heavily about the universe 
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and its underlying creator. It feels as though, throughout the entirety of this poem, Herrick is 

wondering about creation and God just as much as he is wondering about mortality.  

           The third stanza shifts again, beginning to talk about the perks and luxuries of youth. The 

poem reads, "The Age is best, which is the first,/ When Youth and Blood are warmer." (Herrick) 

It is easy to imagine, at this moment, Herrick as an older man reflecting on his youth. He clearly 

misses his youth and found that those times were better than the ones he is experiencing now, 

probably because of his body and his energy. At this moment, it feels as though the poem is 

deeply embodied, entrenched in Herrick's own experience. It feels as though Herrick is both 

trying to speak directly to those in their youth, telling them to value the moments that they have, 

but also trying to communicate across time to his younger self. The rhythm and the rhyme 

scheme presented also speak to the meaning of this poem. The rhyme scheme is set up so that 

every other line rhymes, which gives the poem a sense of being a sort of song. It has a certain 

musicality to it that seems like it would be easy to remember and is meant to be recited out loud. 

Another aspect that adds to the musicality is the fact that the meter is in feet, alternating between 

stressed and unstressed syllables. Both of these features were very typical of the time when 

Herrick was writing in but far less typical now. We are now in a period that heavily utilizes free 

verse, and poetry, in the last century, has seemed to move away from rhyme. It also has moved 

away from this type of constricted meter but still has found ways to sustain its musicality. 

           The fourth stanza, which is also the final stanza, presents as a warning and a message 

directly to the reader. The stanza reads: 

           Then be not coy, but use your time;   

   And while ye may, go marry: 

           For having lost but once your prime, 
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   You may forever tarry. (Herrick) 

Herrick, it feels, is warning the reader at this moment. He wants them to appreciate and 

understand the value of their youth while they are in it. This feels, however, like a futile 

message. It seems like it is difficult to understand one's youth until it flees. This is a theme that 

people are also still talking about today, and you commonly hear older people telling young 

people to value the time that they have. This sentiment is timeless, although the language is 

antiquated. However, at the time, the language would have probably been the relatively normal 

tone for poetry. Words like "ye" and syntaxes like "be not coy" are some of the reasons why this 

section feels antiquated to us today. The antiquated nature of the syntax and language may pose 

as disruptive to the meaning to the contemporary reader; however, to the reader in this era, this 

poem was probably not that much of a difficult read. Even to the reader today, it translates 

relatively clearly despite these syntactic distractions. The last part of this poem, "You may 

forever tarry" (Herrick) is a relatively daunting warning that haunts the reader of this poem. It 

ends with an air of seriousness and gravity, demonstrating the consequences of not 

acknowledging the privilege of being youthful. 

           Overall, this poem is a striking one to both the contemporary reader and the reader who 

would have encountered this poem when it was written. Robert Herrick writes about how one 

must value and make the most of their time, or they will deeply regret it. He touches on themes 

of mortality, ethereality, and seizing the day. However, this poem's meaning and relevance do 

not just lie in its words. It continues into its syntax, rhyme scheme, and meter. All of these 

factors are important in understanding the full meaning of this poem and understanding the 

stakes at hand. Overall, this was an impactful poem by Robert Herrick and one that is bound to 
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stick with the reader as they move through the world. He sent a strong message from his position 

to the youth and also to his past self. 
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