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Have a look at the fascinating sights of Limerick. It’s an old Irish town which is believed to be a birthplace of famous nonsense poems – limericks. In old time limericks used to be songs, which people of this Irish town sang during their feasts. While singing merry people tried to outjest one another. Such songs usually ended with an invitation: “Welcome to our Limerick!”. So one can compare Irish limericks with Russian chastushkas, but still they are rather different.

A modern limerick is a humorous poem of five lines: three long and two short ones. This poem has a strict rhyming scheme AABBA. A limerick has features typical for English humour: 1) broad context, which gives us an opportunity for various interpretations; 2) paradox; 3) ability to perceive absurd of life. 

The first few folk limericks appeared in the book “Mother Goose Rhymes” in England at the end of 17th century. Among them there was a famous verse:       





“There was an old man of Tobago

             Who lived on rice, gruel and sago;

             Till, much to his bliss,


  His physician said this – 


  To a leg, sir, of mutton you may go. 

In 1820 the first edition of limericks was published by Marshall publishing house. But these humorous poems gained the real popularity only after a painter Edward Lear (1812 – 1888) had published two of his books: “A Book of Nonsense” (1846) and “More Nonsense” (1872).
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When Edward Lear was a young man of twenty he was invited to earl Derby’s estate to paint the unusual animals and birds from the earl’s zoo. Lear stayed there for four years and made friends with numerous children and grandchildren of the head of the house. Once an acquaintance of Derby presented Lear with a book “Anecdotes and Adventures of Fifteen Gentlemen”. There the young man discovered a limerick “There was an old man of Tobago…” and liked it very much. He began writing his own limericks to amuse his little friends. Edward Lear drew funny pictures to each of his verses.  Some time later Lear published his first book of limericks under a pen-name.
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        Edward Lear

Lear used a form of a folk limerick, but he created his poems with some changes. For example, he sometimes changed geographical names for some traits of the characters of his poems (There was a Young Lady whose nose, / Was so long that it reached to her toes…”). He emphasized strange and unreal things and it was the main distinctive feature of his limericks. By the way Lear didn’t call his poems “limericks”; he used the word “nonsense” instead.

The characters of these poems don’t go to the church, they don’t want to earn money, make a career or marry for the sake of profit. They eat strange food: honey and onions, porridge and mice. They drink hot beer or purgative. They do only unusual and funny things and live in the world turned upside down.

I tried to translate some nonsense poems by Edward Lear:


There was an Old Man of the East,          


Who gave all his children a feast;


But they all ate so much,


And their conduct was such


That it killed that old man of the East.
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Жил на востоке мудрец, который объездил весь мир; 


Собрал он детей и устроил им пир.


Но желудки детей были так бездонны,


А их поведение так беспардонно,


Что пропал тот мудрец устроивший пир.




*  *  *



There was an Old Man of Moldavia,


Who had the most curious behaviour;


For while he was able


He slept on the table,


That funny Old Man of Moldavia.
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Мужчина один из Молдавии


В странном был состоянии;


Как стол увидит он,


Так клонит его в сон.


Вот такой вот чудак из Молдавии.




 *  *  *


There was a Young Lady whose nose


Continually prospers and grows;


When it grew out of sight,


She exclaimed in a fright,


“Oh, Farewell to the end of my nose!”
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Жила была леди, чей нос 


Отчего-то всё рос и рос.


Когда кончика стало не видно,


Этой леди стало обидно,


Что не сможет чесать она нос.



*  *  *  

So gradually genre of limericks became more and more popular not only in Britain but also in many other countries. Many famous people created their own limericks. Lewis Carroll, Rudyard Kipling, John Galsworthy, Robert Frost, Aldous Huxley and Ogden Nash were among them. Here you can read my translations of some limericks:


There was a young man of Oporta,


Who daily grew shorter and shorter.


The reason he said,


Was a hod on his head,


Which was filled with the heaviest mortar.





Lewis Carroll


Молодой человек, что жил в Сочи,


Становился всё ростом короче.


Он причиной считал,


То, что вечно таскал


На своей голове кирпичи.


*   *   *


His sister, named Lucy O’Firmer,


Grew constantly thinner and thinner;


The reason was plain,


She slept out in the rain,


And was never allowed any dinner.





Lewis Carroll


А сестра его Люси О’Делла


День ото дня худела.


А причина проста:


Не была она вечно сыта,


Да ещё под дождём спала.



*  *   *


There once was a boy in Quebec,


Who was buried in snow to his neck.


When asked, “Are you friz?”


He replied, “Yes, I is.


But we don’t call this cold in Quebec.





Rudyard Kipling















Паренька одного с Чукотки


В сугроб закопали до подбородка.


На вопрос «Что, не жарко?!»


Он ответил «Однако,


Снег не страшен ребятам с Чукотки».




*  *  *

The themes of limericks have also become wider. Nowadays there are limericks about famous writers, scientists, politicians and different significant events in the life of the society. Besides, this genre of poetry has become the part of popular culture. While surfing the net I found a lot of sites where one can read Russian limericks created by different persons on different themes. For example, there are limericks by a well-known member of an intellectual TV club “What? Where? When?” Anatoly Belkin. Boris Akunin, a modern Russian writer, used his limericks in one of his novels. Olga Sedakova created the antalogy of limericks “From the Life of Outstanding People”. Her verses are about foreign and Russian celebrities, such as Turgenev, Nekrasov, Fet. I also found a site where fans of the famous novel “The Fellowship of the Ring” by J.R.R.Tolkien had published their limericks about the characters of the novel. Unfortunately, not all of them are really good. There are a lot of limericks about Russian politicians and ministers.

To my great surprise some authors of limericks try to develop this genre of poetry. Anatoly Belkin, a mathematician, lawyer and a poet, together with his friend Sergey Shorgin, a professor and a poet, invented namericks (имерики). These verses are limericks dedicated to male and female names. The first line of a namerick should be finished with a name in nominative case.

I made up several limericks in English and dedicated them to our home town Odintsovo, my street and my school. Here they are.


There lived a boy in Vokzalnaya street,


Who learned the whole English alphabet;


It was so distinguished


That he became a teacher of English.


So now he teaches children in Vokzalnaya street.




*  *  *      


In Odintsovo there is a school number 8


And everything here is always OK.


The teachers are very good,


But the pupils are in no mood


To study anything at school number 8.

