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POMP, CIRCUMSTANCE, AND OTHER SONGS OF A LIFETIME 

If you ' r e l ike me, you 've got a big head, 

not to ment ion a funny robe, full of m u s i c -

p o e m s and melodies, the tunes 

we m o v e to, shower and s have by, 

s tudy , wr i te to. Not jus t the inc identa l , 

but the momentous mus ic keeps t ime. 

Ou r h is tor ies are measures of song , 

chan t and drum of Afr ica, s ea - spume 

of b l ind , far-s ighted Homer , Sappho 's 

honeyed lyrics of love. Of ten, one piece 

of mus i c says a thousand words . Who 

a m I? I can't get out of my skul l the words 

of Rodo lpho in Puccini's La B o h e m e . 

S c r i v o . I write. Vivo. I live. This ceremony 

Is loud mus i c—pomp and c i r cumstance 

of t h e life you began f reshman yea r 

or t ha t f i rst day of graduate schoo l . 

In m y head I press Play, and the CD 

of B ig Days and Nights k icks on . 

I leap and linger over momen t s too sweet, 



near ly , for words. I'll never escape rhymes 

f r om the nursery. Up a b o v e the world 

so high, like a d i a m o n d in the sky. 

W e knew from the start the universe 

was a wonder. Ital ian, Lat in, Engl ish, 

sung in nasal Cleveland accents. 

G a u d e a m u s igitur, J u v e n e s d u m s u m u s . 

S o , let us rejoice, while we are y o u n g . 

Youth is that gift we can't comprehend 

when we're young. By this ceremony, 

you are less young than you were. 

Don' t let the heavy knowledge gained 

f r om your studies depr ive you of the gifts 

of youth , to be able to rejoice at the drop 

of a hat, to care for, be moved by others. 

Now I hear golden hits of f ive decades. 

Big Mama Thornton, and that so-cal led King 

(K ing of what, fried butter sandwiches?) 

who stole away her hound dog. You aint 

n e v e r killed a rabbit, you aint no friend 

of m i n e . As with those profs and TA's, 

course after course, you had to p r o d u c e -

kil l s o m e rabbits—to earn respect. 

And at t imes OSU may have seemed 

l ike Heartbreak Hotel , down at the end 
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of Lonely Street , so difficult was it 

to do you r best. Tennessee Ernie Ford, 

"S i x teen Tons": S t Peter don't you 

call me 'Cause I can't g o . I o w e 

my s o u l to the c o m p a n y s t o r e . 

You have been d igging deep in mines 

of knowledge. We all owe our souls 

to Ohio State , c ompany store of learn ing, 

shared exper ience—prec ious ore 

we have in c o m m o n forever. 

Now I hear Domen i co Modugno's 

fervent urging to w ish , s ing, fly, 

Volare, W o - o o . Can tare, W o - o - o - o . 

My grandfa ther was a peasant fa rmer , 

a contadino in Ca labr ia in the toe 

of Italy. He knew it's the human lot 

to d r eam, to w ish , to fly. Lucky, 

lucky, lucky m e , I'm a lucky s o n -

o f - a - g u n . I work e i g h t hours, I sleep 

eight hours, that l e a v e s eight hours 

for fun. Hey! He sai led in steerage across 

the At lant ic, c ame to C leve land, where 

he s tayed long enough to work 52 years 

for the B & 0 Ra i l road, before lying down 

to rest in good Ohio so i l . So many of us 
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here today came from elsewhere, 

or ancestors d id. From Tennessee, Italy, 

A f r i ca , As i a , Appa lach ia—even, 

Pres ident K i rwan, the wilds of Kentucky 

and Mary land. Women and men with backs 

supple as birch t runks. The courage 

it took to pick up stakes and begin again 

in a new wor ld! Think of the work 

those o lder ones did. For you . You all 

a re facing a change right now. 

This sheepsk in is your passport. 

You ' re bound for emigrat ion to 

the next song of your life. Ohio State 

is the ark on which you've been sa i l ing. 

You 've been the precious cargo. 

But, as Noah once said, / can see 

clearly n o w , the rain is g o n e . The ark, 

our univers i ty, was filled to overf lowing 

with the diversity of us. Divers i ty. 

Networks and talk shows devalue the word . 

I say , rather, the r ichness of us, 

prec ious dif ference, the grand multipl icity 

of se lves that balance this globe 

and enable it to spin true. Grandson 

of peasant immigrants , I was g iven 
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the opportun i ty to earn a doctorate 

in Engl ish l i terature f rom Ohio S t a t e— 

because my fami ly labored long nights 

a round the kitchen tab le t ry ing to learn 

th is a rduous Engl ish. I sat where 

you ' re s itt ing twenty-s ix years ago. 

Bob Dy lan and Smokey Rob inson got me 

th rough . Yes, it took a prophet and Miracles! 

My son earned an OSU Ph.D. in history. 

Now you , graduates, are being hono red— 

by degrees . We've all c ome together 

a round the kitchen table of OSU , 

Oh io , R o u n d on the ends a n d high 

in the middle. For years to come 

we' l l s ing together, Beautiful Ohio, 

in d r e a m s again I s e e . Visions of what 

u s e d to b e . These psa lms, sacred thoughts 

of ou r tr ibes, 78's and 33's , tapes, 

CD ' s—these take up space in she lves 

of o u r sku l l s , our hearts . They remind us 

we wan t a song beyond the run-

of- the-mi l l thr i l l , the m o m e n t throbbing 

w i th p leasure or bathed in the blues. 

We ache for measures g rander than 

pure se l f i shness. Songs sung for one 
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alone are not t rue music. Ar ias shared 

are music of the spheres, ways of say ing 

to another someth ing f rom the sou l . 

Of course the Buckeye Battle Cry 

is there. Drive, drive on down the field, 

M e n (and W o m e n ! ) of the Scariet 

a n d Gray. We l l , y ou drove on down 

the field, and you drove up and down 

the streets, a round and around 

crowded lots, looking for a piace to park, 

and you searched our dark, ancient l ibrary 

for a decent place to study. My wife, 

Mary's, father, Bob, marched in the f irst 

"Scr ipt Oh io ," in 1936. He's here today 

with us, b lowing his horn, I can't help 

but feel, as is the sweet mother 

I lost last year , the one who gave me 

the stars. Today 's music makes us think 

of the debts we owe, and never can repay. 

So many of us would not be here 

were it not for the lul labyes and songs 

of dear parents, the i r parents, theirs. 

S o m e are here today in the f lesh. 

Many are not. We mourn them with cadences 

of our hearts . Th ink how many people 
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s ang before us, gave us name , a voice, 

t augh t us the right words . We must 

che r i sh them by r emember i ng , every song. 

W h e n we sing to others , we honor 

o u r fathers and mothers , thank them 

for th is day of profound scar le t and gray 

p o m p and c i rcumstance. O, c o m e 

l e t ' s sing Ohio's praise, A n d s o n g s 

to A l m a Mater raise. A lma mater . 

Oh i o State is our sweet, nurtur ing mother. 

We came of age here, wi th her help. 

We/I, Mother, we love you, but, like, 

it's time we m o v e d out, g o t a place 

of o u r o w n . You're s t a n d i n g there, 

M o m , gray hair, eyes s c a r l e t 

from crying. We won't forget y o u . 

Now, even though this c e r emony 

m e a n s we're being weaned , taken off 

the nipple, let's take care to cher ish her 

all ou r days. Let's r e m e m b e r 

the words to the songs she taught us, 

and pass them on. We'll r e m e m b e r 

a l w a y s , Graduation D a y . S u m m e r ' s heat, 

a n d winter's cold, The s e a s o n s pass, 

the years will roll. Time a n d c h a n g e 
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will surely s h o w H o w firm thy friendship, 

O - H i - O. We call that little number 

C a r m e n O h i o . C a r m e n means s o n g 

in Latin. You've worked hard; she 

is y ou r reward; today is your reward. 

You're filled to over f lowing with 

the notes, the poems we've written 

together. You know the score. 

Cont inue to work hard for yourselves, 

and one another. Find what needs 

to be sung in this wor ld . S ing it loud. 

Graduates , it's a joyfu l l itany, this hymn 

composed by our ancestors and ourse lves. 

The call ing of you r name is music to 

our ears. Sing that name proudly 

all you r days, as if your life depended 

on it. It does, you know. It has been 

an honor for me to speak—and s i n g -

to you today. Thank you , graduates, 

and , again, Congratu lat ions. 
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