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JODRELL BANK * 
 

Who were they, what lonely men  

Imposed on the fact of night  

The fiction of constellations  

And made commensurable  

The distances between 

 Themselves, their loves, and their doubt  

Of governments and nations?  

Who made the dark stable 

 

When the light was not? Now  

We receive the blind codes  

Of spaces beyond the span 

Of our myths, and a long dead star  

May only echo how 

There are no loves nor gods  

Men can invent to explain  

How lonely all men are. 

 

Patric Dickinson (England, born 1914) 

 

* Jodrell Bank, on a site in the Cheshire countryside, was a commission by 

the University of Manchester – and it was, at the time of its completion in 

the late 1950‘s, the largest and most powerful radio telescope in the world.  

It was derided by the British public and media alike (as ―a waste of money‖) 

until its uniquely successful interception of radio messages from Sputnik and 

USSR moon probes - Stephen Jackson 

 

 

 

EVERNESS   
  
One thing does not exist: Oblivion.  

God saves the metal and he saves the dross,  

And his prophetic memory guards from loss  

The moons to come, and those of evenings gone. 
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Everything is: the shadows in the glass  

Which, in between the day‘s two twilights, you  

Have scattered by the thousands, or shall strew  

Henceforward in the mirrors that you pass.  

And everything is part of that diverse  

Crystalline memory, the universe;  

Whoever through its endless mazes wanders  

Hears door on door click shut behind his stride, 

And only from the sunset‘s farther side  

Shall view at last the Archetypes and the Splendours.  

 

Jorge Luis Borges (Argentina, 1899-1986) 

 

 

 

LEVIATHAN 
 

This is the black sea-brute bulling through wave-wrack, 

Ancient as ocean‘s shifting hills, who in sea-toils 

Travelling, who furrowing the salt acres 

Heavily, his wake hoary behind him, 

Shoulders spouting, the fist of his forehead 

Over wastes grey-green crashing, among horses unbroken 

From bellowing fields, past bone-wreck of vessels, 

Tide-ruin, wash of lost bodies bobbing 

No longer sought for, and islands of ice gleaming, 

Who ravening the rank flood, wave-marshalling, 

Overmastering the dark sea-marches, finds home 

And harvest. Frightening to foolhardiest 

Mariners, his size were difficult to describe: 

The hulk of him is like hills heaving, 

Dark, yet as crags of drift-ice, crowns cracking in thunder, 

Like land‘s self by night black-looming, surf churning and trailing 

Along his shores‘ rushing, shoal-water boding 

About the dark of his jaws; and who should moor at his edge 

And fare on afoot would find gates of no gardens, 

But the hill of dark underfoot diving, 

Closing overhead, the cold deep, and drowning. 

He is called Leviathan, and named for rolling, 
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First created he was of all creatures, 

He has held Jonah three days and nights, 

He is that curling serpent that in ocean is, 

Sea-fright he is, and the shadow under the earth. 

Days there are, nonetheless, when he lies 

Like an angel, although a lost angel 

On the waste‘s unease, no eye of man moving, 

Bird hovering, fish flashing, creature whatever 

Who after him came to herit earth‘s emptiness. 

Froth at flanks seething soothes to stillness, 

Waits; with one eye he watches 

Dark of night sinking last, with one eye dayrise 

As at first over foaming pastures. He makes no cry 

Though that light is a breath. The sea curling, 

Star-climbed, wind-combed, cumbered with itself still 

As at first it was, is the hand not yet contented 

Of the Creator. And he waits for the world to begin. 

 

W  S Merwin (USA, born 1927) 

 

 

 

COSMOGONY 
 

Cosmic Leviathan, that monstrous fish,  

stirred in his ancient sleep, begins to dream;  

and out of nothingness dishevelled suns  

crawl, with live planets tangled in their hair. 

 

And through the valleys of those phantom worlds  

some pursue shadows painfully and grasp 

the husks they see, and name one Rose, and one  

Willow, that leans and whispers over pools.  

 

They speak of mountains reared and crashing seas  

and forests that seem older than the hills; 

or meet a maiden-shade and plan with her  

sojourn and rapture in Eternity. 
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Slowly the sunrise breaks beyond those hills,  

by waveless seas; and in the golden light,  

heavy with his long sleep Leviathan  

splashes, and half recalls a waking dream. 

 
Edgell Rickword (England, 1898-1982) 

 

   

 

STARS AND PLANETS 
 

Trees are cages for them: water holds its breath 

To balance them without smudging on its delicate meniscus.  

Children watch them playing in their heavenly playground;  

Men use them to lug ships across oceans, through firths. 

 

They seem so twinkle-still, but they never cease  

Inventing new spaces and huge explosions  

And migrating in mathematical tribes over 

The steppes of space at their outrageous ease. 

 

It‘s hard to think that the earth is one –  

This poor sad bearer of wars and disasters 

Rolls-Roycing round the sun with its load of gangsters,  

Attended only by the loveless moon. 

 

Norman McCaig (Scotland, 1910-1996) 

 

 

 

WE ARE MADE ONE  
WITH WHAT WE TOUCH AND SEE 
 
We are resolved into the supreme air, 

We are made one with what we touch and see, 

With our heart's blood each crimson sun is fair, 

With our young lives each spring-impassioned tree 
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Flames into green, the wildest beasts that range 

The moor our kinsmen are, all life is one, and all is change.  

 

With beat of systole and of diastole 

One grand great life throbs through earth's giant heart, 

And mighty waves of single Being roll 

From nerve-less germ to man, for we are part 

Of every rock and bird and beast and hill, 

One with the things that prey on us, and one with what we kill. . . .  

 

One sacrament are consecrate, the earth 

Not we alone hath passions hymeneal, 

The yellow buttercups that shake for mirth 

At daybreak know a pleasure not less real 

Than we do, when in some fresh-blossoming wood 

We draw the spring into our hearts, and feel that life is good. . . .  

 

Is the light vanished from our golden sun, 

Or is this daedal-fashioned earth less fair, 

That we are nature‘s heritors, and one 

With every pulse of life that beats the air? 

Rather new suns across the sky shall pass, 

New splendour come unto the flower, new glory to the grass.  

 

And we two lovers shall not sit afar, 

Critics of nature, but the joyous sea 

Shall be our raiment, and the bearded star 

Shoot arrows at our pleasure! We shall be 

Part of the mighty universal whole, 

And through all Aeons mix and mingle with the Kosmic Soul!  

 

We shall be notes in that great Symphony 

Whose cadence circles through the rhythmic spheres, 

And all the live World's throbbing heart shall be 

One with our heart, the stealthy creeping years 

Have lost their terrors now, we shall not die, 

The Universe itself shall be our Immortality! 

 

Oscar Wilde (Ireland-UK, 1854–1900) 
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CORRESPONDENCES 
 

Nature is a temple, where the living 

Columns sometimes breathe confusing speech;  

Man walks within these groves of symbols, each  

Of which regards him as a kindred thing. 

 

As the long echoes, shadowy, profound,  

Heard from afar, blend in a unity, 

Vast as the night, as sunlight‘s clarity, 

So perfumes, colours, sounds may correspond. 

Odours there are, fresh as a baby‘s skin,  

Mellow as oboes, green as meadow grass,  

- Others corrupted, rich, triumphant, full, 

Having dimensions infinitely vast,  

Frankincense, musk, ambergris, benjamin,  

Singing the senses‘ rapture, and the soul‘s. 

 
Charles Baudelaire: from Les Fleurs Du Mal  

 

 

 

From AUGURIES OF INNOCENCE 
 

To see the world in a grain of sand  

And a heaven in a wild flower,  

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand 

And eternity in an hour… 

 

William Blake (Lines 1-4 only) 
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HIGH WINDOWS 
 

When I see a couple of kids 

And guess he‘s fucking her and she‘s 

Taking pills or wearing a diaphragm, 

I know this is paradise 

 

Everyone old has dreamed of all their lives - 

Bonds and gestures pushed to one side 

Like an outdated combine harvester, 

And everyone young going down the long slide 

 

To happiness, endlessly. I wonder if 

Anyone looked at me, forty years back, 

And thought, That‟ll be the life; 

No God any more, or sweating in the dark 

 

About hell and that, or having to hide 

What you think of the priest. He 

And his lot will all go down the long slide 

Like free bloody birds. And immediately 

 

Rather than words comes the thought of high windows: 

The sun-comprehending glass, 

And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows 

Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless. 

 

Philip Larkin 12 February 1967: High Windows 

 

 

 

IN THE MICROSCOPE 
 

Here too are dreaming landscapes,  

lunar, derelict. 

Here too are the masses,  

tillers of the soil. 

And cells, fighters 
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who lay down their lives  

for a song. 

 

Here too are cemeteries,  

fame and snow. 

And I hear murmuring, 

the revolt of immense estates. 

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech Republic: born 1923).  From Day Duty (1958) 

 

 

 

THE COMET  
 

O still withhold thyself, be not possessed:  

Hyperbola, the dread uncharted line,  

Debase not into orbit; still make shine  

Portentous rays of arrowy unrest  

Among the earthy planets. Know not law,  

Here are too many who lie straightly bound:  

Fly all but in the sun, and shooting round  

Dart to the outer darkness of our awe: 

And if there be incalculable return,  

Come in another shape with monstrous hair  

Or triple train enclosing half the skies: 

Still let thy face with various omens burn,  

Still shun the reasoned pathways to despair,  

Nor answerable be to earthly eyes. 

 

Ruth Pitter (England, 1897-1992) 

 

 
 

EARTH DWELLER 

 

It was all the clods at once become 

precious; it was the barn, and the shed, 

and the windmill, my hands, the crack 
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Arlie made with the ax handle: oh, let me stay 

here, humbly, forgotten, to rejoice in it all; 

let the sun casually rise and set. 

If I have not found the right place, 

teach me; for somewhere inside, the clods are 

vaulted mansions, lines through the barn sing 

for the saints forever, the shed and the windmill 

rear so glorious the sun shudders like a gong. 

 

Now I know why people worship, carry around 

magic emblems, wake up talking dreams 

they teach to their children: the world speaks. 

The world speaks everything to us. 

It is our only friend. 

 

  William Stafford (USA: 1914-1993) 

 

 

 

IMMENSITY 
 

You go at night into immensity,  

Leaving this green earth, where hawthorn flings  

Pale stars on hedgerows, and our serenity  

Is twisted into strange shapes; my heart never sings  

Now on spring mornings, for you fly at nightfall  

From this earth I know  

Toward the clear stars, and over all  

Those dark seas and waiting towns you go;  

And when you come to me  

There are fearful dreams in your eyes,  

And remoteness.  Oh, God!  I see  

How far away you are,  

Who may so soon meet death beneath an alien star. 
 

Mabel Esther Allan (England: born 1915) 
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THE BEGINNING 
 

Great spheres of fire, to which the sun is naught,  

Pass thund‘ring round our world. A golden mist -  

The margin to the universe - falls round 

The verges of our vision. Rocks ablaze  

Leap upward to the sun, or fall beneath  

The rush of our rapidity, that seems  

Catastrophe, and not the joyous birth  

Of yet another star. The air is full 

Of clashing colour, full of sights and sounds  

Too plain and loud for men to heed or hear,  

The cosmic cries of pain that follow birth:  

A multi-coloured world. 

 

The scorching heat  

Surpasses all the equatorial days: 

Steam rises from the surface of the sea.  

Gigantic rainbow mists resemble forms 

That bring to mind strange elemental sprites  

Exulting in the chaos of creation. 

They glide above the tumult-ridden sea  

Which now is shaken as are autumn leaves;  

Great hollows open and reveal its depths,  

Devoid of any form of life - or death. 

 

Till, wave on wave, it gathers strength again  

And shakes a mountain, splits it to the base  

(Still weak from struggle as a new-born babe). 

Then night comes on, and shows the flaming path  

Of all the rocks that vainly seek the sun.  

 

Broad as the arch of space, a myriad moons  

Sail slowly by the sea; the glowing world  

Sets off the pallor of their ivory.  

The din grows greater from the universe:  

There rises up the smell of fire and iron –  

Not dreary like the smell of burnt-out things,  

But like the smell of some gigantic forge –  
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Cheerful, of good intent, and full of life.  

 

Now all the joyous cries of sea and earth,  

The universal harmonies of birth,  

Rise up to haunt the slumber of their God. 

  

   Sir Osbert Sitwell (England: 1892-1969) 

 

 

THE TYGER  

 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright  

In the forests of the night,  

What immortal hand or eye  

Could frame thy fearful symmetry? 

 

In what distant deeps or skies  

Burnt the fire of thine eyes?  

On what wings dare he aspire?  

What the hand dare seize the fire? 

 

And what shoulder, & what art.  

Could twist the sinews of thy heart?  

And when thy heart began to beat,  

What dread hand? & what dread feet? 

 

What the hammer? what the chain?  

In what furnace was thy brain?  

What the anvil? what dread grasp  

Dare its deadly terrors clasp?  

 

When the stars threw down their spears,  

And watered heaven with their tears,  

Did he smile his work to see?  

Did he who made the Lamb make thee?  

 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright  

In the forests of the night,  

What immortal hand or eye  
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Dare frame thy fearful symmetry? 

 

William Blake: From Songs of Experience (1794)  

 

 

THE END  
 

Round the great ruins crawl those things of slime;  

Green ruins, lichenous and scarred by moss –  

An evil lichen that proclaims world doom,  

Like blood dried brown upon a dead man‘s face. 

And nothing moves save those monstrosities  

Armoured and grey, and of a monster size. 

 

But now, a thing passed through the cloying air  

With flap and clatter of its scaly wings –  

As if the whole world echoed from some storm.  

One scarce could see it in the dim, green light  

Till suddenly it swooped and made a dart 

And brushed away one of those things of slime,  

Just as a hawk might sweep upon its prey. 

 

It seems as if the light grows dimmer yet –  

No radiance from the dreadful green above,  

Only a lustrous light or iridescence 

As if from off a carrion-fly - surrounds  

That vegetation which is never touched 

By any breeze. The air is thick, and brings  

The tainted, subtle sweetness of decay.  

Where, yonder, lies the noisome river-course,  

There shows a faintly phosphorescent glow.  

Long writhing bodies fall and twist and rise,  

And one can hear them playing in the mud.  

 

Upon the ruined walls there gleam and shine  

The track of those grey, vast monstrosities –  

As some gigantic snail had crawled along. 

 

All round the shining bushes waver lines  
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Suggesting shadows, slight and grey, but full 

Of that which makes one nigh to death from fear.  

 

Watch how those awful shadows culminate 

And dance in one long wish to hurt the world.  

 

A world that now is past all agony. 

 

   Sir Osbert Sitwell (England: 1892-1969)  

 

 

 

DISSATISFACTION  
WITH METAPHYSICS 
 

High over Mecca Allah‘s prophet‘s corpse  

(The empty focus opposite the sun)  

Receives homage, centre of the universe.  

How smooth his epicycles round him run,  

Whose hearth is cold, and all his wives undone. 

 

Two mirrors with Infinity to dine  

Drink him below the table when they please.  

Adam and Eve breed still their dotted line,  

Repeated incest, a plain series. 

Their trick is all philosophers‘ disease. 

 

New safe straight lines are finite though unbounded,  

Old epicycles numberless in vain.   

Then deeper than e‘er plummet, plummet sounded 

Then corpses flew, when God flooded the plain.  

He promised Noah not to flood again. 

 

Sir William Empson (England, 1906-1984) 
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THE HIPPOPOTAMUS 
 

And when this epistle is read among you, cause that it be read also in the 

church of the Laodiceans. 

 

The broad-backed hippopotamus  

Rests on his belly in the mud;  

Although he seems so firm to us  

He is merely flesh and blood. 

 

Flesh and blood is weak and frail,  

Susceptible to nervous shock; 

While the True Church can never fail  

For it is based upon a rock.  

 

The hippo‘s feeble steps may err  

In compassing material ends, 

While the True Church need never stir  

To gather in its dividends. 

 

The ‗potamus can never reach  

The mango on the mango-tree; 

But fruits of pomegranate and peach  

Refresh the Church from over sea. 

 

At mating time the hippo‘s voice  

Betrays inflexions hoarse and odd,  

But every week we hear rejoice 

The Church, at being one with God. 

 

The hippopotamus‘s day 

Is passed in sleep; at night he hunts; 

God works in a mysterious way 

The Church can sleep and feed at once. 

 

I saw the ‗potamus take wing  

Ascending from the damp savannahs,  

And quiring angels round him sing  

The praise of God, in loud hosannas. 
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Blood of the Lamb shall wash him clean  

And him shall heavenly arms enfold, 

Among the saints he shall be seen  

Performing on a harp of gold. 

He shall be washed as white as snow,  

By all the martyr‘d virgins kist, 

While the True Church remains below  

Wrapt in the old miasmal mist. 

 

Thomas Sterns Eliot (USA-UK, 1888-1965) 

 

 

 

NEW APPROACH NEEDED 
 

Should you revisit us,  

Stay a little longer, 

And get to know the place.  

Experience hunger,  

Madness, disease and war.  

You heard about them, true,  

The last time you came here;  

It‘s different having them.  

And what about a go 

At love, marriage, children?  

All good, but bringing some  

Risk of remorse and pain  

And fear of an odd sort: 

A sort one should, again,  

Feel, not just hear about,  

To be qualified as 

A human-race expert.  

On local life, we trust  

The resident witness,  

Not the royal tourist. 

 

People have suffered worse  

And more durable wrongs  
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Than you did on that cross  

(I know - you won‘t get me  

Up on one of those things),  

Without sure prospect of  

Ascending good as new 

On the third day, without  

‗I die, but man shall live‘  

As a nice cheering thought.  

So, next time, come off it,  

And get some service in,  

Jack, long before you start  

Laying down the old law:  

If you still want to then.  

Tell your dad that from me. 
 

Kingsley Amis (England, 1922-1995) 

 

 

 

HIGH WINDOWS  
 

When I see a couple of kids  

And guess he‘s fucking her and she‘s  

Taking pills or wearing a diaphragm,  

I know this is paradise  

 

Everyone old has dreamed of all their lives -  

Bonds and gestures pushed to one side  

Like an outdated combine harvester,  

And everyone young going down the long slide  

 

To happiness, endlessly. I wonder if  

Anyone looked at me, forty years back,  

And thought, That‟ll be the life;  

No God any more, or sweating in the dark  

 

About hell and that, or having to hide  

What you think of the priest. He  

And his lot will all go down the long slide  
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Like free bloody birds.  And immediately  

 

Rather than words comes the thought of high windows:  

The sun-comprehending glass,  

And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows  

Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless.  

 

Philip Larkin   
(England, 1922-1984: from High Windows, 1974) 

 

 

 

SOLAR CREATION  
 

The sun, of whose terrain we creatures are,  

Is the director of all human love, 

Unit of time, and circle round the earth 

 

And we are the commotion born of love  

And slanted rays of that illustrious star  

Peregrine of the crowded fields of birth, 

 

The crowded lanes, the market and the tower  

Like sight in pictures, real at remove, 

Such is our motion on dimensional earth.  

 

Down by the river, where the ragged are,  

Continuous the cries and noise of birth,  

While to the muddy edge dark fishes move  

 

And over all, like death, or sloping hill, 

Is nature, which is larger and more still. 

 

Charles Madge (South Africa-UK, 1912-1996) 
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DELAY  
 

The radiance of that star that leans on me  

Was shining years ago. The light that now  

Glitters up there my eye may never see,  

And so the time lag teases me with how 

 

Love that loves now may not reach me until  

Its first desire is spent. The star‘s impulse  

Must wait for eyes to claim it beautiful 

And love arrived may find us somewhere else. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 

 

 

 

IN DISPRAISE OF THE MOON 
 

I would not be the Moon, the sickly thing,  

To summon owls and bats upon the wing;  

For when the noble Sun is gone away,  

She turns his night into a pallid day. 

 

She hath no air, no radiance of her own,  

That world unmusical of earth and stone. 

She wakes her dim, uncoloured, voiceless hosts,  

Ghost of the Sun, herself the sun of ghosts. 

 

The mortal eyes that gaze too long on her  

Of Reason‘s piercing ray defrauded are.  

Light in itself doth feed the living brain;  

That light, reflected, but makes darkness plain. 
 

Mary Coleridge 
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TO THE MOON  
 

Art thou pale for weariness 

Of climbing heaven and gazing on the earth, 

Wandering companionless 

Among the stars that have a different birth, -  

And ever changing, like a joyless eye 

That finds no object worth its constancy? 

 

Percy Bysshe Shelley 

 

 

 

INVOCATION AND INCANTATION 
  

I caught a night-bird on a shaft of wind. 

I thought and found it sleeping in my mind.  

 

I took a leaf and held it in my palm. 

It sent no shiver through me but pure calm.  

 

I went out late at night to taste the air. 

A star shone back at me like my own prayer. 

 

Each second someone‘s born, another dies 

But early hours do not contain their cries.  

 

Sleepers are all about. O let them see, 

When they wake up, peace garnered now for me 

 

And may they lay their sleep upon my mind 

A bird with folded wings no nightmares find. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 
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INTERLUNAR  
 

Darkness waits apart from any occasion for it;  

like sorrow it is always available. 

This is only one kind, 

 

the kind in which there are stars  

above the leaves, brilliant as steel nails  

and countless and without regard. 

 

We are walking together 

on dead wet leaves in the intermoon  

among the looming nocturnal rocks  

which would be pinkish grey 

in daylight, gnawed and softened 

by moss and ferns, which would be green,  

in the musty fresh yeast smell 

of trees rotting, earth returning  

itself to itself 

 

and I take your hand, which is the shape a hand  

would be if you existed truly. 

I wish to show you the darkness  

you are so afraid of. 

 

Trust me. This darkness 

is a place you can enter and be 

as safe in as you are anywhere;  

you can put one foot in front of the other 

and believe the sides of your eyes.  

Memorize it. You will know it  

again in your own time. 

When the appearances of things have left you,  

you will still have this darkness. 

Something of your own you can carry with you. 

 

We have come to the edge:  

the lake gives off its hush; 

in the outer night there is a barred owl  
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calling, like a moth 

against the ear, from the far shore  

which is invisible. 

The lake, vast and dimensionless,  

doubles everything, the stars, 

the boulders, itself, even the darkness  

that you can walk so long in 

it becomes light. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 

 

 

 

NOCTURNE  
 

The red flame flowers bloom and die,  

The embers puff a golden spark.  

Now and again a horse‘s eye  

Shines like a topaz in the dark. 

 

A prowling jackal jars the hush, 

The drowsy oxen chump and sigh -  

The ghost moon lifts above the bush  

And creeps across the starry sky. 

 

Low in the south the ―Cross‖ is bright, 

And sleep comes dreamless, undefiled,  

Here in the blue and silver night, 

In the star-chamber of the Wild. 

 

Crosbie Garstin (England, 1887-1930) 
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SNOW 
 

The room was suddenly rich and the great bay window was  

Spawning snow and pink roses against it 

Soundlessly collateral and incompatible:  

World is suddener than we fancy it. 

 

World is crazier and more of it than we think,  

Incorrigibly plural. I peel and portion 

A tangerine and spit the pips and feel  

The drunkenness of things being various. 

 

And the fire flames with a bubbling sound for world  

Is more spiteful and gay than one supposes  

On the tongue on the eyes on the ears in the palms of one‘s hands - 

There is more than glass between the snow and the huge roses. 

 

Louis MacNeice (Ulster, 1907-1963) 

 

 

 

HEART AND MIND 
 

Said the Lion to the Lioness - ‗When you are amber dust, - 

No more a raging fire like the heat of the Sun 

(No liking but all lust) 

Remember still the flowering of the amber blood and bone,  

The rippling of bright muscles like a sea, 

Remember the rose-prickles of bright paws  

Though we shall mate no more 

Till the fire of that sun the heart and the moon-cold bone are one.‘ 

 

Said the Skeleton lying upon the sands of Time - 

‗The great gold planet that is the mourning heat of the Sun  

Is greater than all gold, more powerful 

Than the tawny body of a Lion that fire consumes  

Like all that grows or leaps . . . so is the heart 

More powerful than all dust. Once I was Hercules  
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Or Samson; strong as the pillars of the seas: 

But the flames of the heart consumed me, and the mind  

Is but a foolish wind.‘ 

 

Said the Sun to the Moon –‗When you are but a lonely white crone,  

And I, a dead King in my golden armour somewhere in a dark wood,  

Remember only this of our hopeless love 

That never till Time is done 

Will the fire of the heart and the fire of the mind be one.‘ 
 

Edith Sitwell (England, 1887-1964) 

 

 

 

LIVING 
 

The fire in leaf and grass  

so green it seems 

each summer the last summer.  

 

The wind blowing, the leaves  

shivering in the sun, 

each day the last day.  

 

A red salamander 

so cold and so 

easy to catch, dreamily  

 

moves his delicate feet  

and long tail. I hold 

my hand open for him to go.  

 

Each minute the last minute. 

 

Denise Levertov (UK-USA, born 1923) 
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IN SPITE OF EVERYTHING, THE STARS  
 
Like a stunned piano, like a bucket   

of fresh milk flung into the air   

or a dozen fists of confetti   

thrown hard at a bride   

stepping down from the altar,   

the stars surprise the sky.   

Think of dazed stones   

floating overhead, or an ocean   

of starfish hung up to dry. Yes,   

like a conductor‘s expectant arm   

about to lift toward the chorus,   

or a juggler‘s plates defying gravity,   

or a hundred fastballs fired at once   

and freezing in midair, the stars   

startle the sky over the city.  
  

And that‘s why drunks leaning up   

against abandoned buildings, women   

hurrying home on deserted side streets,  

policemen turning blind corners, and   

even thieves stepping from alleys   

all stare up at once. Why else do   

sleepwalkers move toward the windows,  

or old men drag flimsy lawn chairs   

onto fire escapes, or hardened criminals  

press sad foreheads to steel bars?   

Because the night is alive with lamps!   

That‘s why in dark houses all over the city  

dreams stir in the pillows, a million   

plumes of breath rise into the sky.  
  

At midnight the soul dreams of a small fire  

of stars flaming on the other side of the sky,  

but the body stares into an empty night sheen,  

a hollow-eyed darkness. Poor luckless angels,  

feverish old loves: don‘t separate yet.   

Let what rises live with what descends.  
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  Edward Hirsch (USA: born 1950) 

 

 

 

DAY AND NIGHT 
 

I wrap the blanket of the night  

About me, fold on fold on fold  

And remember how as a child 

Lost in the newness of the light  

I first discovered what is old 

From the night and the soft night wind.  

For in the daytime all was new, 

Moving in light and in the mind 

All at once, thought, shape and hue.  

Extravagant novelty too wild 

For the new eyes of a child. 

 

The night, the night alone is old  

And showed me only what I knew,  

Knew, yet never had been told; 

A speech that from the darkness grew  

Too deep for daily tongues to say,  

Archaic dialogue of a few 

Upon the sixth or the seventh day.  

And shapes too simple for a place  

In the day‘s shrill complexity  

Came and were more natural, more  

Expected than my father‘s face 

Smiling across the open door,  

More simple than the sanded floor  

In unexplained simplicity. 

 

A man now, gone with time so long -  

My youth to myself grown fabulous  

Like an old land‘s memories, a song 

To trouble or to pleasure us -  

I try to fit that world to this, 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 27 

The hidden to the visible play 

Would have them both, would nothing miss,  

Learn from the shepherd of the dark, 

Here in the light, the paths to know  

That thread the labyrinthine park, 

And the great Roman roads that go  

Striding across the untrodden day. 

 

Edwin Muir (Scotland, 1887-1959): From One Foot in Eden 
 

 

 

THE MOMENT 
 

The moment when, after many years  

of hard work and a long voyage 

you stand in the centre of your room, 

house, half-acre, square mile, island, country,  

knowing at last how you got there, 

and say, I own this, 

 

is the same moment the trees unloose  

their soft arms from around you, 

the birds take back their language,  

the cliffs fissure and collapse, 

the air moves back from you like a wave  

and you can‘t breathe. 

 

No, they whisper. You own nothing.  

You were a visitor, time after time 

climbing the hill, planting the flag, proclaiming.  

We never belonged to you. 

You never found us. 

It was always the other way round. 
 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 
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THE NIGHT DANCES 
 

A smile fell in the grass.   

Irretrievable! 

 

And how will your night dances  

Lose themselves. In mathematics?  

 

Such pure leaps and spirals –  

Surely they travel 

 

The world forever, I shall not entirely  

Sit emptied of beauties, the gift 

 

Of your small breath, the drenched grass  

Smell of your sleeps, lilies, lilies. 

 

Their flesh bears no relation.  

Cold folds of ego, the calla, 

 

And the tiger, embellishing itself –  

Spots, and a spread of hot petals. 

 

The comets 

Have such a space to cross,  

 

Such coldness, forgetfulness.  

So your gestures flake off -  

Warm and human, then their pink light  

Bleeding and peeling 

 

Through the black amnesias of heaven.  

Why am I given 

 

These lamps, these planets  

Falling like blessings, like flakes  

 

Six-sided, white 

On my eyes, my lips, my hair  
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Touching and melting.  

Nowhere. 

 

Sylvia Plath (USA, 1932-1963) 

 

 

 

ASHES 
 

Some are nights others stars 

 

Each night lights up its star 

And dances a black dance round it  

Until the star burns out 

 

Then the nights split up  

Some become stars 

The others remain nights 

 

Again each night lights up its star  

And dances a black dance round it  

Until the star burns out  

 

The last night becomes both star and night  

It lights itself  

Dances the black dance round itself  

 

Vasco Popa (Yugoslavia, born 1922: from Games) 

 Translated from the Serbo-Croat by Anne Pennington  
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NATURE’S LINEAMENTS  
 

When mountain rocks and leafy trees  

And clouds and things like these,  

With edges, 

 

Caricature the human face,  

Such scribblings have no grace  

Nor peace -  

 

The bulbous nose, the sunken chin,  

The ragged mouth in grin 

Of cretin. 

 

Nature is always so: you find  

That all she has of mind 

Is wind, 

 

Retching among the empty spaces,  

Ruffling the idiot grasses, 

The sheep‘s fleeces. 

 

Whose pleasures are excreting, poking,  

Havocking and sucking, 

Sleepy licking. 

 

Whose griefs are melancholy,  

Whose flowers are oafish,  

Whose waters, silly, 

Whose birds, raffish,  

Whose fish, fish. 

 

Robert Graves (England, 1895-1985)  
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MORE OR LESS (‘Mehr oder Weniger’) 
 

Easy – to know  

that diamonds  - are precious 

 

good – to learn 

that rubies – have depth 

 

but more – to see 

that pebbles – are miraculous 

 

  Josef Albers (Germany: 1888-1976) 

 

 

 

POETRY 
 

And it was at that age... Poetry arrived 

in search of me. I don‘t know, I don‘t know where 

it came from, from winter or a river. 

I don‘t know how or when, 

no, they were not voices, they were not 

words, nor silence, 

but from a street I was summoned, 

from the branches of night, 

abruptly from the others, 

among violent fires 

or returning alone, 

there I was without a face 

and it touched me. 

 

I did not know what to say, my mouth 

had no way 

with names, 

my eyes were blind, 

and something started in my soul, 

fever or forgotten wings, 

and I made my own way, 
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deciphering 

that fire, 

and I wrote the first faint line, 

faint, without substance, pure 

nonsense, 

pure wisdom 

of someone who knows nothing, 

and suddenly I saw                      

the heavens 

unfastened 

and open, 

planets, 

palpitating plantations, 

shadow perforated, 

riddled 

with arrows, fire and flowers, 

the winding night, the universe. 

And I, infinitesimal being, 

drunk with the great starry 

void, 

likeness, image of 

mystery, 

felt myself a pure part 

of the abyss, 

I wheeled with the stars, 

my heart broke loose on the wind. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1903-1974) 

From Memorial de Isla Negra, translated by Alastair Reid 

 

 

 

STATIONERY 

 

The moon did not become the sun. 

It just fell on the desert 

in great sheets, reams 

of silver handmade by you. 

The night is your cottage industry now, 
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the day is your brisk emporium. 

The world is full of paper. 

 

Write to me. 

 

Agha Shahid Ali (India: 1949-2001) 

 

 

 

WHAT IF THIS ROAD 
 

What if this road, that has held no surprises 

these many years, decided not to go 

home after all; what if it could turn 

left or right with no more ado 

than a kite-tail? What if its tarry skin 

were like a long, supple bolt of cloth, 

that is shaken and rolled out, and takes 

a new shape from the contours beneath? 

And if it chose to lay itself down 

in a new way; around a blind corner, 

across hills you must climb without knowing 

what‘s on the other side; who would not hanker 

to be going, at all risks? Who wants to know 

a story‘s end, or where a road will go? 

 

Sheenagh Pugh (Wales, 2003) 

 

 

 

THE APPOINTMENT 
 

After he‘d crossed seven borders 

on trains, in cars, on foot, 

and each language he heard 

meant less to him than the last, 

he came to a wooded lake, 

and he knew, looking at it, 
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that in winter it froze over, 

that people walked across it 

to the island in the middle 

where bonfires were lit 

and dozens danced and sang 

to fresh-made music, 

laughing amid the snow –  

he knew, because he‘d seen this 

in a recurring dream, 

and he‘d been among them 

dancing alone. 

 

And now that he‘d come here 

but not in winter, 

so he jumped in and swam, 

and a red-tailed hawk 

led him to the island, 

where among the silver birch 

he found a lantern 

and a two-stringed guitar 

which he practised on 

till he plucked out a jig 

that set his feet tapping 

and got him singing, 

louder and louder, 

out across the water 

to the listening town –  

when he lit the lantern 

he knew the boats would come. 

 

Matthew Sweeney (Eire: born 1952) 

 

 

 

* * * 
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WOMAN TO CHILD 
 

You who were darkness warmed my flesh  

where out of darkness rose the seed.  

Then all a world I made in me;  

all the world you hear and see 

hung upon my dreaming blood. 

 

There moved the multitudinous stars,  

and coloured birds and fishes moved.  

There swam the sliding continents.  

All time lay rolled in me, and sense,  

and love that knew not its beloved. 

 

O node and focus of the world;  

I hold you deep within that well  

you shall escape and not escape –  

that mirrors still your sleeping shape;  

that nurtures still your crescent cell.   

 

I wither and you break from me;  

yet though you dance in living light  

I am the earth, I am the root,  

I am the stem that fed the fruit,  

the link that joins you to the night. 

 

Judith Wright (Australia, born 1915) 

 
 
 

MORNING SONG     
 

Love set you going like a fat gold watch. 

The midwife slapped your footsoles, and your bald cry 

Took its place among the elements. 
 

Our voices echo, magnifying your arrival.  New statue. 

In a drafty museum, your nakedness 
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Shadows our safety.  We stand round blankly as walls. 
 

I‘m no more your mother 

Than the cloud that distils a mirror to reflect its own slow 

Effacement at the wind‘s hand. 
 

All night your moth-breath 

Flickers among the flat pink roses.  I wake to listen: 

A far sea moves in my ear. 
 

One cry, and I stumble from bed, cow-heavy and floral 

In my Victorian nightgown. 

Your mouth opens clean as a cat‘s.  The window square 

 

Whitens and swallows its dull stars.  And now you try 

Your handful of notes; 

The clear vowels rise like balloons. 
 

  Sylvia Plath (USA, 1932-1963).  From Ariel, 1966 

 

 

 

UNKNOWN GIRL  
IN THE MATERNITY WARD 
 

Child, the current of your breath is six days long. 

You lie, a small knuckle on my white bed; 

lie, fisted like a snail, so small and strong 

at my breast. Your lips are animals; you are fed 

with love. At first hunger is not wrong. 

The nurses nod their caps; you are shepherded 

down starch halls with the other unnested throng 

in wheeling baskets. You tip like a cup; your head 

moving to my touch. You sense the way we belong. 

But this is an institution bed. 

You will not know me very long. 

 

The doctors are enamel. They want to know 

the facts. They guess about the man who left me, 
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some pendulum soul, going the way men go 

and leave you full of child. But our case history 

stays blank. All I did was let you grow. 

Now we are here for all the ward to see. 

They thought I was strange, although 

I never spoke a word. I burst empty 

of you, letting you learn how the air is so. 

The doctors chart the riddle they ask of me 

and I turn my head away. I do not know. 

 

Yours is the only face I recognize. 

Bone at my bone, you drink my answers in. 

Six times a day I prize 

your need, the animals of your lips, your skin 

growing warm and plump. I see your eyes 

lifting their tents. They are blue stones, they begin 

to outgrow their moss. You blink in surprise 

and I wonder what you can see, my funny kin, 

as you trouble my silence. I am a shelter of lies. 

Should I learn to speak again, or hopeless in 

such sanity will I touch some face I recognize? 

 

Down the hall the baskets start back. My arms 

fit you like a sleeve, they hold 

catkins of your willows, the wild bee farms 

of your nerves, each muscle and fold 

of your first days. Your old man‘s face disarms 

the nurses. But the doctors return to scold 

me. I speak. It is you my silence harms. 

I should have known; I should have told 

them something to write down. My voice alarms 

my throat. ―Name of father—none.‖ I hold 

you and name you bastard in my arms. 

 

And now that‘s that. There is nothing more 

that I can say or lose. 

Others have traded life before 

and could not speak. I tighten to refuse 

your owling eyes, my fragile visitor. 

I touch your cheeks, like flowers. You bruise 
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against me. We unlearn. I am a shore 

rocking you off. You break from me. I choose 

your only way, my small inheritor 

and hand you off, trembling the selves we lose. 

Go child, who is my sin and nothing more. 

 

Anne Sexton (USA, 1928-1974) 

From The Complete Poems, 1981 

  

 

 

TO PING-KU, ASLEEP 

 

You sleeping child asleep, away 

Between the confusing world of forms,  

The lamplight and the day; you lie 

And the pause flows through you like glass,  

Asleep in the body of the nautilus. 

 

Between comparison and sleep, 

Lips that move in quotation; 

The turning of a small blind mind  

Like a plant everywhere ascending. 

 Now our love has become a beanstalk. 

 

Invent a language where the terms  

Are smiles; someone in the house now  

Only understands warmth and cherish,  

Still twig-bound, learning to fly. 

 

This hand exploring the world makes 

The diver‘s deep-sea fingers on the sills 

Of underwater windows; all the wrecks 

Of our world where the sad blood leads back  

Through memory and sense like divers working. 

 

Sleep, my dear, we won‘t disturb  

You, lying in the zones of sleep. 

The four walls symbolise love put about  
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To hold in silence which so soon brims  

Over into sadness: it‘s still dark. 

 

Sleep and rise a lady with a flower 

Between your teeth and a cypress 

Between your thighs: surely you won‘t ever  

Be puzzled by a poem or disturbed by a poem  

Made like fire by the rubbing of two sticks? 

 

  Lawrence Durrell (England: 1912 – 1990)  

From Selected Poems, 1935-1963 

 

 

 

THE MOTHER 
 

Of course I love them, they are my children.  

That is my daughter and this my son.   

And this is my life I give them to please them. 

It has never been used. Keep it safe. Pass it on. 

 

Anne Stevenson (England-USA, born 1933) 

 

 

 

THE VICTORY 
 

I thought you were my victory  

Though you cut me like a knife  

When I brought you out of my body  

into your life. 

 

Tiny antagonist, gory,  

blue as a bruise. The stains  

of your cloud of glory 

bled from my veins. 

 

How can you dare, blind thing,  
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blank insect eyes? 

You barb the air. You sting  

with bladed cries. 

 

Snail! Scary knot of desires!  

Hungry snarl! Small son.  

Why do I have to love you?  

How have you won? 

 

Anne Stevenson (England-USA, born 1933) 

 

 

 

LILITH  
 

Lilith, our second kinswoman, 

Created by God with the same clay 

That served for Adam. 

Lilith lives in the middle of the undertow,  

But emerges at the new moon 

And flies restless through the snowy nights,  

Irresolute between earth and sky. 

She spins around in circles, 

Rustles unexpected against the windows  

Where newborn babies sleep. 

She hunts them out and tries to kill them.  

Therefore you will hang over their beds  

The medallion with the three words. 

But everything she does is useless: all her desires.  

She coupled with Adam, after the sin, 

But the only things born of her 

Are spirits without bodies or peace.  

It is written in the great book 

That she is a beautiful woman down to the waist.  

The rest is will-o‘-the-wisp and pale light. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy: written 25 May 1965) 
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OUR YOUTH 
 

Of bricks ... Who built it? Like some crazy balloon 

When love leans on us 

Its nights ... The velvety pavement sticks to our feet. 

The dead puppies turn us back on love. 

 

Where we are. Sometimes 

The brick arches led to a room like a bubble, that broke when you entered it 

And sometimes to a fallen leaf. 

We got crazy with emotion, showing how much we knew. 

 

The Arabs took us. We knew 

The dead horses. We were discovering coffee, 

How it is to be drunk hot, with bare feet 

In Canada. And the immortal music of Chopin 

 

Which we had been discovering for several months 

Since we were fourteen years old. And coffee grounds, 

And the wonder of hands, and the wonder of the day 

When the child discovers her first dead hand. 

 

Do you know it? Hasn‘t she 

Observed you too? Haven‘t you been observed to her? 

My, haven‘t the flowers been? Is the evil 

In‘t? What window? What did you say there? 

 

Heh? Eh? Our youth is dead. 

From the minute we discover it with eyes closed 

Advancing into mountain light. 

Ouch ... You will never have that young boy, 

 

That boy with the monocle 

Could have been your father 

He is passing by. No, that other one, 

Upstairs. He is the one who wanted to see you. 

 

He is dead. Green and yellow handkerchiefs cover him. 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 42 

Perhaps he will never rot, I see 

That my clothes are dry. I will go. 

The naked girl crosses the street. 

 

Blue hampers... Explosions, 

Ice... The ridiculous 

Vases of porphyry. All that our youth 

Can‘t use, that it was created for. 

 

It‘s true we have not avoided our destiny 

By weeding out the old people. 

Our faces have filled with smoke. We escape 

Down the cloud ladder, but the problem has not been solved. 
 

John Ashbery (USA, born 1927) 

 

 

 

CHILDLESSNESS 
 
The weather of this winter night, my mistress 

Ranting and raining, wakes me. Her cloak blown back 

To show the lining‘s dull lead foil 

Sweeps along asphalt. Houses 

Look blindly on; one glimmers through a blind. 

Outside, I hear her tricklings 

Arraign my little plot: 

Had it or not agreed 

To transplantation for the common good 

Of certain rare growths yielding guaranteed 

Gold pollen, gender of suns, large, hardy, 

Enviable blooms? But in my garden 

Nothing is planted. Neither 

Is that glimmering window mine. 

I lie and think about the rain, 

How it has been drawn up from the impure ocean, 

From gardens lightly, deliberately tainted; 

How it falls back, time after time, 

Through poisons visible at sunset 
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When the enchantress, masked as friend, unfurls 

Entire bolts of voluminous pistachio, 

Saffron, and rose. 

These, as I fall back to sleep, 

And other slow colours clothe me, glide 

To rest, then burst along my limbs like buds, 

Like bombs from the navigator's vantage, 

Waking me, lulling me. Later I am shown 

The erased metropolis reassembled 

On sampans, freighted each 

With toddlers, holy dolls, dead ancestors. 

One tiny monkey puzzles over fruit. 

The vision rises and falls, the garland 

Gently takes root 

In the sea‘s coma. Hours go by 

Before I can stand to own 

A sky stained red, a world 

Clad only in rags, threadbare, 

Dabbling the highway‘s ice with blood. 

A world. The cloak thrown down for it to wear 

In token of past servitude 

Has fallen onto the shoulders of my parents 

Whom it is eating to the bone. 

 

James Merrill (USA, born 1926) 

 

 

CHILD 
 

Your clear eye is the one absolutely beautiful thing.  

I want to fill it with colour and ducks, 

The zoo of the new 

 

Whose names you meditate –  

April snowdrop, Indian pipe,  

Little 

 

Stalk without wrinkle,  

Pool in which images 
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Should be grand and classical 

 

Not this troublous 

Wringing of hands, this dark  

Ceiling without a star. 

 

Sylvia Plath (USA, 1932-1963) 

 

 

 

CINDERS  
 

After the pantomime, carrying you back to the car  

On the coldest night of the year  

My coat, black leather, cracking in the wind.  

 

Through the darkness we are guided by a star  

It is the one the Good Fairy gave you  

You clutch it tightly, your magic wand.  

 

And I clutch you tightly for fear you blow away  

For fear you grow up too soon and - suddenly, I almost slip,  

so take it steady down the hill.  

 

Hunched against the wind and hobbling  

I could be mistaken for your grandfather  

And sensing this, I hold you tighter still.  

 

Knowing that I will never see you dressed for the Ball  

Be on hand to warn you against Prince Charmings  

And the happy ever afters of pantomime.  

 

On reaching the car I put you into the baby seat  

And fumble with straps I have yet to master  

Thinking, if only there were more time. More time.  

 

You are crying now. Where is your wand?  

Oh no. I can‘t face going back for it  

Let some kid find it in tomorrow‘s snow.  
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Waiting in the wings, the witching hour.  

Already the car is changing. Smells sweet  

Of ripening seed. We must go. We must go.  

 

Roger McGough (England, born 1937) 

 

 

 

A PROSPECT OF CHILDREN 

 

All summer watch the children in the public garden, 

The tribe of children wishing you were like them 

These gruesome little artists of the impulse 

For whom the perfect anarchy sustains 

A brilliant apprehension of the present, 

In games of joy, of love, or even murder 

On this green springing grass will empty soon 

A duller opiate, Loving, to the drains. 

 

Cast down like asterisks among their toys,  

Divided by the lines of daylight only 

From adventure, crawl among the rocking-horses  

And the totems, dolls and animals and rings 

To the tame suffix of a nursery sleep 

Where all but few of them 

The restless inventories of feeling keep. 

 

Sleep has no walls. Sleep admits 

The great Imago with its terror, yet they lie  

Like something baking, candid cheek on finger,  

With folded lip and eye 

Each at the centre of the cobweb seeking 

His boy or girl, begotten and confined 

In terror like the edges of a table 

Begot by passion and confirmed in error. 

 

What can they tell the watcher at the window,  

Writing letters, smoking up there alone,  
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 Trapped in the same limitation of his growth  

And yet not envying them their childhood  

Since he endured his own? 

 

  Lawrence Durrell (England: from Selected Poems, 1935-1963) 
 

 

 

THE WAY THINGS ARE 
 
No, the candle is not crying, it cannot feel pain.  

Even telescopes, like the rest of us, grow bored.  

Bubblegum will not make the hair soft and shiny.  

The duller the imagination, the faster the car,  

I am your father and this is the way things are.  

 

When the sky is looking the other way,  

do not enter the forest. No, the wind  

is not caused by the rushing of clouds.  

An excuse is as good a reason as any.  

A lighthouse, launched, will not go far,  

I am your father and this is the way things are.  

 

No, old people do not walk slowly  

because they have plenty of time.  

Gardening books when buried will not flower.  

Though lightly worn, a crown may leave a scar,  

I am your father and this is the way things are.  

 

No, the red woolly hat has not been  

put on the railing to keep it warm.  

When one glove is missing, both are lost.  

Today‘s craft fair is tomorrow‘s car boot sale.  

The guitarist gently weeps, not the guitar,  

I am your father and this is the way things are.  

 

Pebbles work best without batteries.  

The deckchair will fail as a unit of currency  

Even though your shadow is shortening  
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it does not mean you are growing smaller.  

Moonbeams sadly, will not survive in a jar,  

I am your father and this is the way things are.  

 

For centuries the bullet remained quietly confident  

that the gun would be invented.  

A drowning surrealist will not appreciate  

the concrete lifebelt.  

No guarantee my last goodbye is au revoir,  

I am your father and this is the way things are.  

 

Do not become a prison-officer unless you know  

what you‘re letting someone else in for.  

The thrill of being a shower curtain will soon pall.  

No trusting hand awaits the falling star,  

I am your father, and I am sorry,  

but this is the way things are. 

 

Roger McGough (England, born 1937) 

 

 

 

WHAT ARE LITTLE  
BOYS MADE OF? 
 

What are little boys made of, made of? 

What are little boys made of? 

Frogs and snails and puppy-dogs‘ tails, 

That‘s what little boys are made of. 

 

What are little girls made of, made of? 

What are little girls made of? 

Sugar and spice  

And all things nice, 

That‘s what little girls are made of. 

 

Nursery Rhyme 
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THOUGHTS OF A YOUNG GIRL 
 

‗It is such a beautiful day I had to write you a letter 

From the tower, and to show I‘m not mad:  

I only slipped on the cake of soap of the air 

And drowned in the bathtub of the world. 

You were too good to cry much over me. 

And now I let you go. Signed, The Dwarf.‘ 

 

I passed by late in the afternoon 

And the smile still played about her lips 

As it has for centuries. She always knows 

How to be utterly delightful. Oh my daughter, 

My sweetheart, daughter of my late employer, princess, 

May you not be long on the way! 
 

John Ashbery (USA, born 1927) 
 

 

 

TO MY MOTHER 
 

Thine is my all, how little when ‗tis told 

Beside thy gold!  

Thine the first peace, and mine the livelong strife; 

Thine the clear dawn, and mine the night of life; 

Thine the unstained belief, 

Darkened in grief. 

 

Scarce even a flower but thine in beauty and name,  

Dimmed, yet the same; 

Never in twilight comes the moon to me, 

Stealing thro‘ those far woods, but tells of thee, 

Falls, dear, on my wild heart,  

And takes thy part. 

 

Thou art the child, and I – how steeped in age!  

A blotted page  

From that clear, little book‘s life taken away:  
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How could I read it, dear, so dark the day? 

Be it all memory  

‗Twixt thee and me! 

 

Walter de la Mare (England, 1873-1956) 

 

 

 

THE ALBUM 
 

I see you, a child 

In a garden sheltered for buds and playtime,  

Listening as if beguiled 

By a fancy beyond your years and the flowering maytime.  

The print is faded: soon there will be 

No trace of that pose enthralling, 

Nor visible echo of my voice distantly calling  

‗Wait! Wait for me!‘ 

 

Then I turn the page 

To a girl who stands like a questioning iris  

By the waterside, at an age 

That asks every mirror to tell what the heart‘s desire is.  

The answer she finds in that oracle stream 

Only time could affirm or disprove, 

Yet I wish I was there to venture a warning, ‗Love  

Is not what you dream.‘ 

 

Next you appear 

As if garlands of wild felicity crowned you –  

Courted, caressed, you wear 

Like immortelles the lovers and friends around you.  

‗They will not last you, rain or shine, 

They are but straws and shadows,‘ 

I cry: ‗Give not to those charming desperadoes  

What was made to be mine.‘ 

 

One picture is missing -  

The last. It would show me a tree stripped bare  
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By intemperate gales, her amazing 

Noonday of blossom spoilt which promised so fair.  

Yet, scanning those scenes at your heyday taken, 

I tremble, as one who must view 

In the crystal a doom he could never deflect - yes, I too  

Am fruitlessly shaken. 

 

I close the book; 

But the past slides out of its leaves to haunt me  

And it seems, wherever I look, 

Phantoms of irreclaimable happiness taunt me.  

Then I see her, petalled in new-blown hours,  

Beside me -‗All you love most there 

Has blossomed again,‘ she murmurs, ‗all that you missed there  

Has grown to be yours.‘ 

 

Cecil Day-Lewis (Ireland-UK, 1904-1972) 
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WILLOW 
 

…And a decrepit handful of trees – PUSHKIN 

 

In the young century‘s cool nursery,  

In its chequered silence, I was born.  

Sweet to me was not the voice of man,  

But the voice of the wind I could understand.  

The burdocks and the nettles fed my soul,  

But I loved the silver willow best of all.  

And, grateful for my love, it lived  

All its life with me, and with its weeping  

Branches fanned my insomnia with dreams. But  

- Strange to say! – I have outlived it.   

Now, a stump‘s out there. Under these skies,  

Under these skies of ours, are other  

Willows, and their alien voices rise. 

And I am silent…As though I‘d lost a brother. 

 

Anna Akhmatova (Russia: written in January, 1940) 

Based on the translation by D M Thomas 
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HANDBAG 
 

My mother‘s old leather handbag,  

Crowded with letters she carried  

all through the war.  The smell  

of my mother‘s handbag: mints  

and lipstick and Coty powder.  

The look of those letters, softened  

and worn at the edges, opened,  

read, and refolded so often.   

Letters from my father.  Odour  

of leather and powder, which ever  

since then has meant womanliness,  

and love, and anguish, and war. 

 

Ruth Fainlight (USA-UK, born 1931) 

 

 

 

THIS BE THE VERSE 
 

They fuck you up, your mum and dad.  

They may not mean to, but they do.  

They fill you with the faults they had 

And add some extra, just for you.   

 

But they were fucked up in their turn  

By fools in old-style hats and coats,  

Who half the time were soppy-stern  

And half at one another‘s throats.  

 

Man hands on misery to man  

It deepens like a coastal shelf.  

Get out as early as you can,  

And don‘t have any kids yourself. 

 

Philip Larkin (England, 1922-1984: written April 1971) 
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a smile to remember  
 

we had goldfish and they circled around and around  

in the bowl on the table near the heavy drapes  

covering the picture window and  

my mother, always smiling, wanting us all  

to be happy, told me, ―be happy Henry!‖  

and she was right: it‘s better to be happy if you  

can  

 

but my father continued to beat her and me several times a week while  

raging inside his 6-foot-two frame because he couldn‘t  

understand what was attacking him from within.  

 

my mother, poor fish,  

wanting to be happy, beaten two or three times a  

week, telling me to be happy: ―Henry, smile!  

why don‘t you ever smile?‖  

 

and then she would smile, to show me how, and it was the  

saddest smile I ever saw  

 

one day the goldfish died, all five of them,  

they floated on the water, on their sides, their  

eyes still open,  

and when my father got home he threw them to the cat  

there on the kitchen floor and we watched as my mother  

smiled  

 

Charles Bukowski (USA, 1920-1994) 

 

 

 

COLUMBINES 
 

Finding in a friend‘s garden columbines  

It was as if they were those my mother grew,  
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And above all those coloured like a shell 

Of rosy pearl seemed hers,  

Returned, in all their freshness, from her garden  

To remind me of, it should have been, happy days  

When I was sheltered by her love and shared her flowers. 

But by the vague bitter sorrow that arose  

Out of the shadowy present of the past  

I knew that it had not been so.  

Wilful and unloving had been the daughter  

My mother made, and all her flowers in vain  

Offering of her life to mine.  

What did I hope to find when I turned away from her  

Towards a cold future, now my sum of years,  

From the unprized only love earth had for me,  

Demeter‘s for her lost Persephone? 

 

Kathleen Raine (England, born 1908) 

 

 

 

TERRA FIRMA 
 

Not spellable, but liked for sound, and what I thought it meant: 

the adult world, fund of fact and gesture,  

the ‗When I was‘ and ‗Did you too?‘, 

the queer creased brows, and meaning looks,  

and words cut off when we were there. 

Years rolling back, the Wars, the lost ‗between‘, 

and snaps to show Mum and Dad with smoother faces,  

stiffer backs, outdated clothes. 

They brought out mementoes, china, books of snaps,  

from cupboards stuffed with things grandparents had,  

meant wealth to us, who shared one teddy, scooter, trike,  

shelf and a half of early books. 

And mother‘s wardrobe, cash-box locked in furs;  

baby-clothes beneath the bed; 

best of all, on father‘s side, the upper, unlocked drawer.  

‗Don‘t,‘ they said ‗Mustn‘t‘, which, of course, 

only enlarged the thrill of checking (Hoover, sink),  
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creeping to the sound of mother‘s work. Though why the frown, 

the ‗No‘, for what was harmless, not understood? 

 

Where sunlight came through curtains and the pines, 

I dipped my wrist-bone, shuffled trove. He had so much.  

But this, like strata crushed by fire and storm, was definitely best. 

Money, medals; fool‘s gold, I raised them, let them clatter,  

rake through fingers as I lifted, turned the tins, boxes,  

smells of baccy (insignia: Cut Golden Bar), 

gilt cursives with jewellers‘ names: Edinburgh, Arbroath.  

‗Garnets,‘ Rosie said, when, once, he let us see.  

‗Cameos,‘ mother answered, touching neck and ear.  

‗Signet, jade, jet, locket, mourning ring, 

lock of - really? - a dead person‘s hair?‘ 

 

Also, cuff links, chatelaine, green of brass and gold.  

Who had this, who that, was forgotten, he‘d pretend.  

But curled certificates, student‘s books, a will, some envelopes: 

his name was there, quaint curly letters hard to read,  

and dates, which made me pause. So very early on? 

a 19, then a 12, too hard to make a sum, subtract,  

find the telling difference, 

though Rosie said, he must be half a century, at least.  

Sometimes, pausing over a velvet ribbon, blue paste brooch,  

I‘d think of that; or get out his mother, Box-Brownie small,  

skirts about her feet, a face like Rosie when she frowned; 

or unfold the notice of death: Patrick, Daddy‘s daddy, 1914. 

 

‗Dead, gone, buried,‘ I said. But these words meant,  

not so much graves, funerals, things I‘d never seen;  

but a wash of eras, distant, dark, 

which both distinguished and secreted him: 

William, Patrick‘s orphaned son; associate of unknown cousins, 

great-great-aunts, charmed from unreal boyhood (smock, tartan hat), 

through random studio snaps, college teams, the Home Reserve, 

embraces with grinning, leggy girls;  

then one, alone, with Mummy  

the Wedding Party, with Cyril, Bertha, flowered lapels,  

the beginning of the world I knew, which blossomed into overspill; 

albums, portraits stacked downstairs, 
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the Daddy of our family groups, with Mummy, Rosie, cat and me. 

 

Brought, always, back to this, 

his known present shearing from his unknown past  

the weight of years he‘d lived without the three of us  

I knew I liked the drawer; and feared it too. 

And would close it tenderly, hearing the rattle, shudder,  

soft resettling of all those rich, archaic sediments, 

which marked him off, made him different from me. 

‗Terra Firma‘ I used to say, of the adult world, of his.  

And now death has brought us back to it, 

spread over different drawers, in a different house,  

seeming much thinner and plainer. 

There remains only the question of who has what, and when; 

of folding another strip of newsprint so as to link  

Isobel, Patrick, Deaths Of, with their son; 

of thinking how, in time, our own children will carry this process on, 

sorting similar gimcracks of plastic and metal,  

the tawdry which made us seem wealthy, secure. 

 

They will hesitate too. 

Wonder what is to be kept, what ought to be burnt.  

Though nothing, not the best we can do, honours, exactly,  

the way such things were treasured, and saved; 

nor the personal impulse which gathered them briefly,  

invested with secrets, sorrow, and love. Terra Firma?  

William, who knew all the stories, and told just a few,  

has gone, taking the meaning from most of these things,  

now tipped onto newspaper from three shallow drawers.  

Even the photos are dateless, unnamed. 

And the gems all worthless - glass, nickel, and paste. 

 

Lucy Anne Watt (England, born 1951) 
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MYSELF 
 

There is a garden, grey 

With mists of autumntide; 

Under the giant boughs, 

Stretched green on every side, 

 

Along the lonely paths, 

A little child like me, 

With face, with hands, like mine, 

Plays ever silently; 

 

On, on, quite silently, 

When I am there alone, 

Turns not his head; lifts not his eyes; 

Heeds not as he plays on. 

 

After the birds are flown 

From singing in the trees,  

When all is grey, all silent, 

Voices, and winds, and bees; 

 

And I am there alone: 

Forlornly, silently, 

Plays in the evening garden 

Myself with me. 

 

Walter de la Mare (England, 1873-1956) 

 

 

 

DEATH OF A SON 
 

(who died in a mental hospital aged one) 

 

Something has ceased to come along with me.  

Something like a person: something very like one. 

And there was no nobility in it  
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Or anything like that.   

 

Something was there like a one year 

Old house, dumb as stone. While the near buildings  

Sang like birds and laughed  

Understanding the pact 

 

They were to have with silence. But he  

Neither sang nor laughed. He did not bless silence  

Like bread, with words. 

He did not forsake silence.  

 

But rather, like a house in mourning 

Kept the eye turned in to watch the silence while  

The other houses like birds 

Sang around him.  

 

And the breathing silence neither  

Moved nor was still. 

 

I have seen stones: I have seen brick 

But this house was made up of neither bricks nor stone  

But a house of flesh and blood 

With flesh of stone  

 

And bricks for blood. A house 

Of stones and blood in breathing silence with the other  

Birds singing crazy on its chimneys. 

But this was silence, 

 

This was something else, this was 

Hearing and speaking though he was a house drawn  

Into silence, this was 

Something religious in his silence, 

 

Something shining in his quiet, 

This was different this was altogether something else:  

Though he never spoke, this 

Was something to do with death.   
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And then slowly the eye stopped looking  

Inward. The silence rose and became still. 

The look turned to the outer place and stopped,  

With the birds still shrilling around him.  

And as if he could speak 

 

He turned over on his side with his one year  

Red as a wound 

He turned over as if he could be sorry for this 

And out of his eyes two great tears rolled, like stones, and he died. 

 

Jon Silkin (England, born 1930)  

 

 

 

LITTLE ELEGY 
 

for a child who skipped rope 

 

Here lies resting, out of breath, 

Out of turns, Elizabeth 

Whose quicksilver toes not quite 

Cleared the whirring edge of night. 

 

Earth whose circles round us skim 

Till they catch the lightest limb, 

Shelter now Elizabeth 

And for her sake trip up death. 

 

Anne Sexton (USA, 1928-1974) 
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ON THE DEATH OF  
FRIENDS IN CHILDHOOD 
 

We shall not ever meet them bearded in heaven, 

Nor sunning themselves among the bald of hell; 

If anywhere, in the deserted schoolyard at twilight, 

Forming a ring, perhaps, or joining hands 

In games whose very names we have forgotten. 

Come, memory, let us seek them there in the shadows. 

 

Donald Justice (USA, born 1925) 

 

 

 

THE LESSON 
 

‗Your father‘s gone,‘ my bald headmaster said.  

His shiny dome and brown tobacco jar  

Splintered at once in tears. It wasn‘t grief. 

I cried for knowledge which was bitterer  

Than any grief. For there and then I knew  

That grief has uses - that a father dead  

Could bind the bully‘s fist a week or two;  

And then I cried for shame, then for relief. 

 

I was a month past ten when I learnt this:  

I still remember how the noise was stilled  

In school-assembly when my grief came in.  

Some goldfish in a bowl quietly sculled  

Around their shining prison on its shelf.  

They were indifferent. All the other eyes 

Were turned towards me. Somewhere in myself  

Pride like a goldfish flashed a sudden fin. 
 

Edward Lucie-Smith (born 1933) 
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HEIRLOOM 
 

She gave me childhood‘s flowers, 

Heather and wild thyme,  

Eyebright and tormentil,  

Lichen‘s mealy cup 

Dry on wind-scored stone, 

The corbies on the rock,   

The rowan by the burn. 

 

Sea-marvels a child beheld  

Out in the fisherman‘s boat,  

Fringed pulsing violet 

Medusa, sea-gooseberries,  

Starfish on the sea-floor,  

Cowries and rainbow-shells  

From pools on a rocky shore. 

 

Gave me her memories,  

But kept her last treasure:  

‗When I was a lass‘, she said,  

‗Sitting among the heather,  

‗Suddenly I saw 

`That all the moor was alive!  

‗I have told no-one before‘. 

 

That was my mother‘s tale.  

Seventy years had gone  

Since she saw the living skein  

Of which the world is woven,  

And having seen, knew all;  

Through long indifferent years  

Treasuring the priceless pearl. 

 

Kathleen Raine (England, born 1908) 
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A CHILD IN THE NIGHT 
 

The child stares at the stars. He does not know  

Their names. He does not care. Time halts for him  

And he is standing on the earth‘s far rim 

As all the sky surrenders its bright show. 

 

He will not feel like this again until 

He falls in love. He will not be possessed  

By dispossession till he has caressed 

A face and in its eyes seen stars stand still. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 

 

 

 

BLUE GLASS 
 

The underworld of children becomes the overworld  

when Janey or Sharon shuts the attic door  

on a sunny afternoon and tiptoes in sandals  

that softly waffle-print the dusty floor   

 

to the cluttered bed below the skylight,  

managing not to sneeze as she lifts  

newspapers, boxes, gap-stringed tennis-racquets  

and a hamster‘s cage to the floor, and shifts  

 

the tasselled cover to make a clean surface  

and a pillow to be tidy under her head   

before she straightens, mouths the dark sentence,  

and lays herself out like a mummy on the bed.  

 

Her wrists are crossed. The pads of her fingertips  

trace the cold glass emblem where it lies  

like a chain of hailstones melting in the dips  

above her collarbones. She needs no eyes  
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to see it: the blue bead necklace, of sapphire  

or lapis, or of other words she knows 

which might mean blueness: amethyst, azure,  

chalcedony can hardly say how it glows. 

 

She stole it. She tells herself that she found it.  

It‘s hers now. It owns her. She slithers among  

its globular teeth, skidding on blue pellets.  

Ice-beads flare and blossom on her tongue, 

 

turn into flowers, populate the spaces  

around and below her. The attic has become  

her bluebell wood. Among their sappy grasses  

the light-fringed gas-flames of bluebells hum. 

 

They lift her body like a cloud of petals.  

High now, floating, this is what she sees:  

granular bark six inches from her eyeballs;  

the wood of rafters is the wood of trees. 

 

Her breathing moistens the branches‘ undersides;  

the sunlight in an interrupted shaft 

warms her legs and lulls her as she rides  

on air, a slender and impossible raft 

 

of bones and flesh; and whether it is knowledge  

or a limpid innocence on which she feeds 

for power hasn‘t mattered. She turns the necklace  

kindly in her fingers, and soothes the beads. 

 

Fleur Adcock (New Zealand-UK, born 1934) 
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FROM MY CHILDHOOD 
 

 
―My childhood is the memory of a patio in Seville.‖  

Antonio Machado 

 

My childhood is the presence  

of a hideout in the eaves, 

the blue window  

framing the sky,  

an airy little patio  

splashed with geraniums  

where my mother beamed carnation smiles. 

 

My childhood is the rustic  

and passive small town, 

the narrow street leading to my school.  

A park where a tropical landscape  

dreams in the afternoon 

with kids running races 

and teenagers in rowdy crowds  

and the paper moons 

about an evening dance floor.  

 

My childhood is my Sunday best 

so conspicuous in the packed church.  

The communion host held 

with my breath. 

A Madonna lily extending  

her innocent grace 

and the Nazarene opening the doors to faith. 

 

My childhood is a thin thread  

of honey and bitterness. 

My infancy has the look 

of another childhood in flower  

 

It‘s the memory moored 
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in tiny ports where my song 

blooms with a living presence. 

 

Maura Echevarria (El Salvador, 20th century)  

 

 

 

FINE ADJUSTMENTS 
 

By now, it is almost my father‘s arm, 

A man‘s arm, that lifts the cigarettes to my mouth 

numbed by smoke and raw onions and chocolate milk.  

 

I need calm, something to tranquillize me 

after the sudden storm between us that left me shaking,  

and with sticky palms . . . It only happens here, 

 

where I blurt in German, dissatisfied and unproficient  

amid the material exhilaration of abstract furniture, 

a new car on the Autobahn, electric pylons walking  

 

through the erasures in the Bayrischer Wald . . . 

Once before, I left some lines of Joseph Roth  

bleeding on your desk: „I had no father - that is,  

 

I never knew my father - but Zipper had one. 

That made my friend seem quite privileged, 

As though he had a parrot or a St Bernard‟. 

 

All at once, my nature as a child hits me. 

I was a moving particle, like the skidding lights  

In a film-still. Provoking and of no account, 

 

I kept up a constant rearguard action, jibing, 

commenting, sermonizing. ‗Why did God give me a voice,‘  

I asked, ‗if you always keep the radio on?‘ 

 

 

It was a fugitive childhood. Aged four, I was chased  
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round and round the table by my father, who fell 

and broke his arm he was going to raise against me. 

 

Michael Hoffmann (born Germany, 1957) 

 

 

 

THE RAILWAY CHILDREN 
 

When we climbed the slopes of the cutting  

We were eye-level with the white cups 

Of the telegraph poles and the sizzling wires. 

 

Like lovely freehand they curved for miles 

East and miles west beyond us, sagging 

Under their burden of swallows. 

 

We were small and thought we knew nothing 

Worth knowing. We thought words travelled the wires  

In the shiny pouches of raindrops, 

 

Each one seeded full with the light 

Of the sky, the gleam of the lines, and ourselves  

So infinitesimally scaled 

 

We could stream through the eye of a needle. 

 

Seamus Heaney (Eire, born 1939) 

 

 

 

FERN HILL 
 

Now as I was young and easy under the apple boughs  

About the lilting house and happy as the grass was green, 

The night above the dingle starry,  

Time let me hail and climb  

Golden in the heydays of his eyes, 
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And honoured among wagons I was prince of the apple towns  

And once below a time I lordly had the trees and leaves 

Trail with daisies and barley 

Down the rivers of the windfall light. 

 

And as I was green and carefree, famous among the barns  

About the happy yard and singing as the farm was home, 

In the sun that is young once only,  

Time let me play and be 

Golden in the mercy of his means, 

And green and golden I was huntsman and herdsman, the calves 

Sang to my horn, the foxes on the hills barked clear and cold,  

And the sabbath rang slowly 

In the pebbles of the holy streams.  

 

All the sun long it was running, it was lovely, the hay 

Fields high as the house, the tunes from the chimneys, it was air 

And playing, lovely and watery  

And fire green as grass. 

And nightly under the simple stars 

As I rode to sleep the owls were bearing the farm away ,  

All the moon long I heard, blessed among stables, the nightjars 

Flying with the ricks, and the horses  

Flashing into the dark. 

 

And then to awake, and the farm, like a wanderer white ,  

With the dew, come back, the cock on his shoulder: it was all  

Shining, it was Adam and maiden,  

The sky gathered again  

And the sun grew round that very day;  

So it must have been after the birth of the simple light  

In the first, spinning place, the spellbound horses walking warm  

Out of the whinnying green stable  

On to the fields of praise.  

  

 And honoured among foxes and pheasants by the gay house  

 Under the new made clouds and happy as the heart was long,  

 In the sun born over and over,  

 I ran my heedless ways,  

 My wishes raced through the house high hay  
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 And nothing I cared, at my sky blue trades, that time allows  

 In all his tuneful turning so few and such morning songs  

Before the children green and golden  

 Follow him out of grace. 

 

Nothing I cared, in the lamb white days, that time would take me 

Up to the swallow thronged loft by the shadow of my hand,  

In the moon that is always rising;  

Nor that riding to sleep  

I should hear him fly with the high fields  

And wake to the farm forever fled from the childless land.  

Oh as I was young and easy in the mercy of his means,  

Time held me green and dying  

Though I sang in my chains like the sea. 

 

Dylan Thomas (Wales, 1914-1953) 

 

 

 

Osbert Sitwell:  
Two Poems from  
THE PHOENIX FEASTERS  
 

 

1) Cornucopia (1918) 
 

Now music fills the night with moving shades;  

Its velvet darkness, veined like a grape; 

Obscures and falls round many a subtle shape  

- Figures that steal through cool, tall colonnades,  

Vast minotaurian corridors of sleep; 

Rhythmic they pass us, splashed by red cascades 

Of wine; fierce-flashing fountains, whose proud waves  

Shimmer awhile, plunge foaming over steep  

Age-polished rocks into the dim, cold caves  

Of starlit dusk below - then merge in night. 
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But yet more figures sway into our sight; 

Strong and bare-shouldered, pressed and laden down,  

Stagger across the terraces. They bear 

Great cornucopia of summer fruit 

And heavy roses scented with the noon 

- Piled up with fruit and blossom, all full-blown,  

Crimson, or golden as the harvest moon 

Piled up and overflowing in a flood 

Of riches; brilliant-plumaged birds, that sing  

With the faint playing of a far, sweet lute,  

Warble their tales of conquest and of love; 

Perch on each shoulder; sweep each rainbow wing  

Like lightning through the breathless dark above.  

Heaped up in vases, gems shine hard and bright;  

Sudden they flare out – gleaming red like blood –  

For now the darkness turns to ragged light; 

Great torches gild each shadow, tear the sky,  

As drums tear through the silence of the night,  

Breaking its crystal quiet-making us cry 

Or catch our sobbing breath in sudden fear.  

 

A shadow stumbles, and the jewels shower  

On to the pavers, in a sharp rebound  

To mingle with the fountain drops that flower 

Up in a scarlet bloom above the ground,  

A beauteous changing blossom; then they rain  

On to the broad, mysterious terraces,  

Where Sea-Gods rise to watch in cold disdain  

Before those vast vermilion palaces,  

- Watch where the slumbering coral gods of noon,  

Drunk with the sudden golden light and flare  

Of flaming torches, try to pluck and tear  

That wan enchanted lotus flower, the moon,  

Down from its calm still waters;  

  

Thus they fall,  

Like flowing plumes, the fountains of our festival. 

 

Slowly the torches die. They echo long,  

These last notes of a Bacchanalian song,  
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Of drifting, drowsy beauty, born of sleep,  

- Vast as the sea, as changing and as deep.  

In thanksgiving for shelt‘ring summer skies  

Still, far away, a fervent red flame glows.  

Small winds brush past against our lips and eyes,  

Caress them like a laughing summer rose,  

And rainbow moths flit by, in circling flight.  

A harp sobs out its crystal syrupings;  

Faintly it sounds, as the bright chequer‘d wings,  

Fragile yet radiant, of a butterfly  

Beating against the barriers of night. 

 

Then from the Ocean came the Siren song,  

With perfume heavy, yet soft as a sigh, 

Kissing our minds, and changing right from wrong;  

Chaining our limbs; making our bodies seem 

Inert and spellbound, dead as in a dream.  

 

 

 

   2) Song (1918) 
 

Our hidden voices, wreathed with love‘s flowers,  

Wind-toss‘d through valleys, tremble across seas  

To turban‘d cities; touch tall, lonely towers,  

Call to you through the sky, the wind, the trees. 

 

Misted and golden as the hanging moon,  

That like a summer fruit floats from the sky,  

Thrills out our distant, age-enchanted tune,  

- Nor will it let you pass our beauty by.  

But if it should not reach to stir your mind, 

Then hold a summer rose against the ear, 

Till through its crimson sweetness you can hear  

The falling flow of rhythm - so design‘d 

That from this secret island, like a star  

Shining above a shrouded world, our song  

Cleaves through the darkest night and echoes long,  

Bidding you follow, whether near or far, 
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Come hither where the mermaids churn the foam,  

Lashing their tails across the calm, or dive 

To groves and gardens of bright flowers, then roam  

Beneath the shadow of stone trees, or drive 

Some slow sea-monster to its musselled home.  

Here, as a ladder, they climb up and down  

The rainbow‘s steep, refracted steps of light, 

Till, when the dusk sends down its rippling frown,  

They quiver back to us in silver flight. 

The moon sails up once more; our mermaids bring  

Rich gifts of ocean fruit. Again we sing. 

Enchantment, love, vague fear, and memories 

That cling about us like the fumes of wine  

With myriad love-enhancing mysteries  

We pour out in one song – intense - divine, 

Down the deep, moonlit chasm of the waves  

Our song floats on the opiate breeze.  Why seek,  

To goad your carven galley, fast-bound slaves  

Who search each sweeping line of bay and creek,  

 Only to stagger on a rock, or find  

The limp, dead sails swept off by sudden wind? 

Thus always you must search the cruel sea, 

For if you find us, mankind shall be free! 

 

But when you sleep we grasp you by the hand,  

And to the trickling honey of the lute  

We lead you to a distant, shimmering land  

Where lotus-eaters munch their golden fruit,  

Then fall upon the fields of summer flowers 

In drunken sunlit slumber, while a fawn  

Prances and dances round them. 

 

Oh, those hours,  

When through the crystal valleys of the dawn 

Down from the haunted forests of the night 

There dash the dew-drenched centaurs on their way,  

Mad with the sudden rush of golden light 

- Affright the lotus-eaters, as they sway 

Toward the woodland in a stumbling flight. 

In those deep groves we follow through the cool  
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Shadow of high, columnar trees, to find 

The fallen sky within a forest pool  

Now faintly veiled and fretted by a wind, 

Lest our white-flashing limbs should turn you blind.  

 

Sir Osbert Sitwell (England, 1892-1969) 

 

 

 

THE SISTERS  
 

After hot loveless nights, when cold winds stream  

Sprinkling the frost and dew, before the light,  

Bored with the foolish things that girls must dream  

Because their beds are empty of delight, 

 

Two sisters rise and strip. Out from the night  

Their horses run to their low-whistled pleas –  

Vast phantom shapes with eyeballs rolling white  

That sneeze a fiery steam about their knees: 

 

Through the crisp manes their stealthy prowling hands,  

Stronger than curbs, in slow caresses rove, 

They gallop down across the milk-white sands  

And wade far out into the sleeping cove: 

 

The frost stings sweetly with a burning kiss  

As intimate as love, as cold as death: 

Their lips, whereon delicious tremors hiss,  

Fume with the ghostly pollen of their breath. 

 

Far out on the grey silence of the flood 

They watch the dawn in smouldering gyres expand  

Beyond them: and the day burns through their blood  

Like a white candle through a shuttered hand. 

 

Roy Campbell (South Africa, 1901-1957) 
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THE LITTLE BROTHER 
 

God! how they plague his life, the three damned sisters,  

Throwing stones at him out of the cherry trees, 

Pulling his hair, smudging his exercises,  

Whispering. How passionately he sees  

His spilt minnows flounder in the grass. 

 

There will be sisters subtler far than these,  

Baleful and dark, with slender, cared-for hands,  

Who will not smirk and babble in the trees, 

But feed him with sweet words and provocations,  

And in his sleep practise their sorceries,  

Appearing in the form of ragged clouds 

And at the corners of malignant seas.   

 

As with his wounded life he goes alone 

To the world‘s end, where even tears freeze,  

He will in bitter memory and remorse 

Hear the lost sisters innocently tease. 

 

James Reeves (1909-1978) 

 

 

 

BLUE UMBRELLAS 
 

‗The thing that makes a blue umbrella with its tail -  

how do you call it?‘ you ask. Poorly and pale  

Comes my answer. For all I can call it is peacock.  

Now that you go to school, you will learn how we call all sorts of things;  

How we mar great works by our mean recital.  

You will learn, for instance, that Head Monster is not the gentleman‘s 

accepted title;  

The blue-tailed eccentrics will be merely peacocks; the dead bird will no 

longer doze  

Off till tomorrow‘s lark, for the latter has killed him.  
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The dictionary is opening, the gay umbrellas close.  

Oh our mistaken teachers! -  

It was not a proper respect for words that we need,  

But a decent regard for things, those older creatures and more real.  

Later you may even resort to writing verse  

To prove the dishonesty of names and their black greed -  

To confess your ignorance, to expiate your crime, seeking one spell to  

life another curse.  

Or you may, more commodiously, spy on your children, busy discoverers,  

Without the dubious benefit of rhyme.  

 

D J Enright (England: 1920-2002) 

 

 

 

ELEGY FOR JANE 

 

(My student, thrown by a horse) 
 

I remember the neckcurls, limp and damp as tendrils; 

And her quick look, a sidelong pickerel smile; 

And how, once startled into talk, the light syllables leaped for her, 

And she balanced in the delight of her thought, 

A wren, happy, tail into the wind, 

Her song trembling the twigs and small branches. 

The shade sang with her; 

The leaves, their whispers turned to kissing, 

And the mould sang in the bleached valleys under the rose. 

Oh, when she was sad, she cast herself down into such a pure depth, 

Even a father could not find her: 

Scraping her cheek against straw, 

Stirring the clearest water. 

My sparrow, you are not here, 

Waiting like a fern, making a spiney shadow. 

The sides of wet stones cannot console me, 

Nor the moss, wound with the last light. 
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If only I could nudge you from this sleep, 

My maimed darling, my skittery pigeon. 

Over this damp grave I speak the words of my love: 

I, with no rights in this matter, 

Neither father nor lover. 

 

Theodore Roethke (USA: 1908-1963) 
 

 

 

TO CARRY THE CHILD 
 

To carry the child into adult life  

Is good? I say it is not, 

To carry the child into adult life  

Is to be handicapped. 

 

The child in adult life is defenceless  

And if he is grown-up, knows it, 

And the grown-up looks at the childish part  

And despises it. 

 

The child, too, despises the clever grown-up,  

The man-of-the-world, the frozen, 

For the child has the tears alive on his cheek  

And the man has none of them. 

 

As the child has colours, and the man sees no  

Colours or anything, 

Being easy only in things of the mind,  

The child is easy in feeling. 

 

Easy in feeling, easily excessive  

And in excess powerful, 

For instance, if you do not speak to the child  

He will make trouble. 

 

You would say a man had the upper hand  

Of the child, if a child survive, 
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I say the child has fingers of strength  

To strangle the man alive. 

 

Oh it is not happy, it is never happy,  

To carry the child into adulthood, 

Let children lie down before full growth  

And die in their infanthood 

 

And be guilty of no man‘s blood. 

 

But oh the poor child, the poor child, what can he do,  

Trapped in a grown-up carapace, 

But peer outside of his prison room  

With the eye of an anarchist? 

 

Stevie Smith (England, 1902-1971) 

 

 

 

TIME WAS MY FRIEND 
 

I had made Time my hero and my god, 

Summer was not complete without his presence. 

Slyly fingering the six-guns that dangled at his side, 

The bad man of the plains, the man whom posters 

Advertised on every stump and broken fence, 

I, sick of the intolerance of my masters, 

Had made him sheriff in my idle dreams. 

 

He it was who at that final moment 

Flicked out his guns and shot away the rope 

That tightened on my neck with obvious intent. 

In trouble he was always with me, his bright eyes, 

His straight sharp nose and his scar-twisted lip 

Gave me the courage to spoil the neat surprise 

My enemy, the black parson, had planned for me. 

 

My god, my servant, was there at my beck 

On his grey horse that had outrun the wind. 
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With him to cheer me on I always won my trick 

For, no matter if my call was bad, I found the ace 

I wanted, sprouting in my expectant hand; 

At cards no man could see beyond his face. 

Time was my hero and I trusted him. 

 

Time was my friend. It served me right, 

I never should have given him promotion. 

He took advantage and just the other night 

 

He stole the armour I kept against his boisterous jokes, 

And when I protested, he, with a careless motion, 

As swift and subtle as his own black snakes, 

Drew both his guns and shot away my legs. 

 

Ruthven Todd (Scotland, 1914-1978.  Published 1939) 

 

 

 

THE YOUNG ONES 
 

 

They slip on to the bus, hair piled up high.  

New styles each month, it seems to me. I look,  

Not wanting to be seen, casting my eye 

Above the unread pages of a book. 

 

They are fifteen or so. When I was thus, 

I huddled in school coats, my satchel hung  

Lop-sided on my shoulder. Without fuss  

These enter adolescence; being young 

 

Seems good to them, a state we cannot reach,  

No talk of ‗awkward ages‘ now. I see 

How childish gazes staring out of each  

Unfinished face prove me incredibly 

 

Old-fashioned. Yet at least I have the chance  

To size up several stages - young yet old,  
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Doing the twist, mocking an ‗old-time‘ dance:  

So many ways to be unsure or bold. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 
 

 

 

THE HILL 
 

Breathless, flung us on the windy hill,  

Laughed in the sun, and kissed the lovely grass.  

You said, ‗Through glory and ecstasy we pass;  

Wind, sun, and earth remain, the birds sing still,  

When we are old, are old… ‗ ‗And when we die  

All‘s over that is ours; and life burns on  

Through other lovers, other lips‘, said I, 

‗Heart of my heart, our heaven is now, is won!‘ 

‗We are Earth‘s best, that learnt her lesson here.  

Life is our cry. We have kept the faith!‘ we said; 

‗We shall go down with unreluctant tread 

Rose-crowned into the darkness!‘…Proud we were,  

And laughed, that had such brave true things to say.  

- And then you suddenly cried, and turned away. 

 

Rupert Brooke (England, 1887-1915. Written in 1910.) 

 

 

 

UNTITLED 
 

 

Alter?  When the hills do.  

Falter? When the sun   

Question if his glory  

Be the perfect one.  

 

Surfeit?  When the daffodil  

Doth of the dew:  



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 79 

Even as herself, O friend!  

I will of you! 

 

Emily Dickinson  
 

 

 

FOR EILEEN 
 

You said  

‗I like the shape of our friendship.‘  

True, it had a definite beginning.   

The accidental meeting at the formal luncheon  

Was instant joyful connection.   

We were the last to leave.  Drunk at 4 p.m., 

You thanked our host for coming. 

 

But its beginning, like its end, was out of character.  

For the most part it was a married female friendship  

Conducted Monday to Friday, nine to five.  

No all nighters.  

No no-holds-barred drunken confidences. 

No weekends.  

Married female friendship –  

An art form, born of constrictions  

Which are the stuff of it.   

Fitted in the spaces between the children.  

Half sentences thrown across the noise of playing  

Or fighting.  

Patrick kicked me.   

I want the doll‘s pram.  

Clara‘s cut herself – there‘s blood.  

I want a biscuit.  

Anyway, it‘s time to go.  

The men are coming home.  

 

Was it death that did it.  

Gave the friendship its shape.  

Hot-housed it.  
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Have it the lovers‘ mode  

Of precious, planned-for time  

Stolen from children, men, work.  

Long journeys for brief meetings  

Rich with significance.  

Mutual, pleasurable self-analysis when you said,  

‗I like the shape of our friendship‘. 

 

Sue Gutteridge (Scotland, 20
th

 Century) 

 

 

 

THE CONFIRMATION 
 

Yes, yours my love, is the right human face, 

I in my mind had waited for this long, 

Seeing the false and searching for the true, 

Then found you as a traveller finds a place 

Of welcome suddenly amid the wrong 

Valleys and rocks and twisting roads. But you, 

What shall I call you? A fountain in a waste, 

A well of water in a country dry, 

Or anything that‘s honest and good, an eye, 

That makes the whole world bright. Your open heart, 

Simple with giving, gives the primal deed, 

The first good world, the blossom, the blowing seed, 

The hearth, the steadfast land, the wandering sea, 

Not beautiful or rare in every part, 

But like yourself, as they were meant to be. 

 

Edwin Muir (Scotland, 1887-1959) 
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HOME IS THE HUNTER 
 

She‘s watched for his return  

at each day‘s evening, his briefcase  

stuffed as if with deermeat,  

umbrella a spent spear. 

Forty years of triumphal entrances,  

attentive welcomings, end in this  

gift-loaded euphoric homecoming.   

Something near to fear 

  

stirs in her.  The house  

has been hers throughout the core  

of every day, close shelter  

for her busy morning hours,  

her re-creative afternoons. 

Now it opens its traitor door,  

switches allegiance to his clamour,  

his masterfulness, his more  

 

insistent needs.  How long had she  

dug, hoed and planted the suburban  

flower-patch, made it colourful  

and fragrant for his weekend  

leisure?  Now he comes in with the air  

of a pioneer, as if her patient garden  

were wilderness for his first  

cultivation; and she‘ll pretend  

  

(habits are hard to break) when called on  

to admire, that everything he grows  

is magical, as if no million years  

but he alone made this summer‘s rose.  

 

Pamela Gillilan (England, born 1925) 

 

 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 82 

UNTITLED 
 

Do not expect again a phoenix hour, 

The triple-towered sky, the dove complaining,  

Sudden the rain of gold and heart‘s first ease  

Tranced under trees by the eldritch light of sum 

 

By a blazed trail our joy will be returning: 

One burning hour throws light a thousand ways;  

And hot blood stays into familiar gestures. 

The best years wait, the body‘s plenitude. 

 

Consider then, my lover, this is the end 

Of the lark‘s ascending, the hawk‘s unearthly hover:  

 Spring season is over soon and first heatwave;  

Grave-browed with cloud ponders the huge horizon. 

 

Draw up the dew. Swell with pacific violence.  

Take shape in silence. Grow as the clouds grew.  

Beautiful brood the cornlands, and you are heavy;  

Leafy the boughs - they also hide big fruit. 

 

Cecil Day-Lewis (Ireland-UK, 1904-1972) 
 

 

 

AUTUMN - ALMOST 
 

Autumn almost  

and earth about to turn another way,  

her magic cycles of light and life fulfilled.  

 

Now the strange heaviness begins to settle,  

soon the rains will come and a scent of dampness  

clinging to your coat and hair.  

 

When you come you are warm and dark,  

my seasons change,  
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you bring with you the mystery  

Of early fallen leaves  

And a bright sky heavy with snow.  

 

Let me wind you in the turning of my seasons,  

let me spin a wild web,  

Cover you with early autumn whisperings  

and then let earth turn her winds around,  

Bearing our love towards spring.   

 

Karen Ankers 

 

 

 

CHANGE 
 

‗This year she has changed greatly‘ - meaning you –  

My sanguine friends agree, 

And hope thereby to reassure me. 

 

No, child, you never change; neither do I.  

Indeed all our lives long  

We are still fated to do wrong,  

 

Too fast caught by care of humankind,  

Easily vexed and grieved,  

Foolishly flattered and deceived;  

 

And yet each knows that the changeless other  

Must love and pardon still,  

Be the new error what it will:  

 

Assured by that same glint of deathlessness  

Which neither can surprise  

In any other pair of eyes.  

 

Robert Graves (England, 1895-1985) 
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A PORTRAIT OF THEODORA 

 

 

I recall her by a freckle of gold  

In the pupil of one eye, an odd 

Strawberry-gold: and after many years  

Of forgetting that musical body - 

Arms too long, wrists too slender - 

Remember only the unstable wishes  

Disquieting the flesh. I will not  

Deny her pomp was laughable, urban:  

Behind it one could hear the sad  

Provincial laughter rotted by insomnia. 

 

None of these meetings are planned, 

I guess, or willed by the exemplars  

Of a city‘s love-a city founded in  

The name of love: to me is always 

Brown face, white teeth, cheap summer frock  

In green and white stripes and then 

Forever a strawberry eye. I recalled no more  

For years. The eye was lying in wait. 

 

Then in another city from the same  

Twice-used air and sheets, in the midst 

Of a parting: the same dark bedroom, 

Arctic chamber-pot and cruel iron bed, 

I saw the street-lamp unpick Theodora 

Like an old sweater, unwrinkle eyes and mouth,  

Unbandaging her youth to let me see 

The wounds I had not understood before. 

 

How could I have ignored such wounds? 

The bloody sweepings of a loving smile 

Strewed like Osiris among the dunes? 

Now only my experience recognizes her 

Too late, among the other great survivors 
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Of the city‘s rage, and places her among 

The champions of love - among the true elect! 

 

  Lawrence Durrell (England: 1912 – 1990) 

From Selected Poems, 1935-1963)  

 

 

 

LONELY LOVE 
 

I love to see those loving and beloved  

Whom Nature seems to have spited; unattractive,  

Unnoticeable people, whose dry track  

No honey-drop of praise, or understanding,  

Or bare acknowledgement that they existed  

Perhaps yet moistened. Still, they make their world. 

 

She with her arm in his - O Fate, be kind,  

Though late, be kind; let her have never have cause  

To live outside her dream, nor unadore  

This underling in body, mind and type  

Nor part from him what makes her dwarfish form  

Take grace and fortune, envy‘s antidote. 

 

I saw where through the plain a river and road  

Ran quietly, and asked no more event  

Than sun and rain and wind, and night and day,  

Two walking - from what cruel show escaped?  

Deformity, defect of mind their portion.  

But I forget the rest of that free day of mine,  

And in what flowerful coils, what airy music  

It led me there and on; those two I see  

Who, loving, walking slowly, saw not me,  

But shared with me the strangest happiness. 
 

Edmund Blunden (England, 1896-1974) 
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THE APPOINTMENT 
 

Yes, he said, darling, yes, of course you tried 

To come, but you were kept. That‘s what I thought –  

But something in his heart struggled and cried  

Mortally, like a bird the cat has caught. 

 

L A G Strong (England, 1896-1958) 

 

 

 

SONNET CXLI 
 

In faith, I do not love thee with mine eyes, 

For they in thee a thousand errors note; 

But ‘tis my heart that loves what they despise, 

Who, in despite of view, is pleas‘d to dote. 

Nor are mine ears with thy tongue‘s tune delighted; 

Nor tender feeling, to base touches prone. 

Nor taste nor smell desire to be invited 

To any sensual feast with thee alone: 

But my five wits nor my five senses can 

Dissuade one foolish heart from serving thee,  

Who leaves unsway‘d the likeness of a man, 

Thy proud heart‘s slave and vassal wretch to be: 

Only my plague thus far I count my gain 

That she that makes me sin awards me pain. 

 

  William Shakespeare 

 

 

 

ADVICE TO A DISCARDED LOVER 
 

Think, now: if you have found a dead bird, 

not only dead, not only fallen, 

but full of maggots: what do you feel - 

more pity or more revulsion? 
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Pity is for the moment of death, 

and the moments after. It changes 

when decay comes, with the creeping stench 

and the wriggling, munching scavengers. 

 

Returning later, though, you will see 

a shape of clean bone, a few feathers, 

an inoffensive symbol of what 

once lived. Nothing to make you shudder. 

 

It is clear then. But perhaps you find 

the analogy I have chosen 

for our dead affair rather gruesome - 

too unpleasant a comparison. 

 

It is not accidental. In you 

I see maggots close to the surface. 

You are eaten up by self-pity, 

crawling with unlovable pathos. 

 

If I were to touch you I should feel 

against my fingers fat, moist worm-skin. 

Do not ask me for charity now: 

go away until your bones are clean. 

Fleur Adcock (New Zealand, born 1934) 

 

 

 

POLITENESS 
 

They walked together awkwardly along the towpath  

bumping together, because his arm  

was round her shoulder.  He was saying:  

I shall always remember this walk.  

I‟ll never forget last night.  

I‟ll never forget you.  Oh God.  
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After a pause, she made a short  

non-committal noise.  The morning had turned  

wet and dark.  She felt dilapidated by the rain  

and of course had forgotten her umbrella  

due to the unexpected turn of events.   

Trust me, he said, you will, won‟t you? 

 

Trust him to what, she wondered.  

Which men could one trust?  Any man  

carrying a musical instrument, perhaps?  

Any man walking along reading a book?  

Most doctors – with reservations about those  

wearing bow ties.  Trust you to what? she asked. 

 

To never let you down, he said,  

splitting the infinitive, crushing her  

against his wet tweeds.  She fought  

for breath as he loomed over her.  

Little one, I can‟t let you go.  

I‟ll be back on Thursday.  Expect me.    

 

So many imperatives.  The situation  

had become unwieldy.  She longed  

for buttered toast, looked furtively  

at her watch.  I know, I know, we have  

So little time.  The suffocating squeeze  

into the spongy lapels. 

 

I‟ve never felt like this before  

Have you ever felt like this before?  

Fatigue and embarrassment were  

all too familiar to her.  She stirred the leaves  

with the toe of her boot.  No she said  

politely.  Not exactly like this. 

 

Connie Bensley (England: born 1929) 
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A LETTER 
 

Your handwriting.  A letterbomb  

potentially.  Blank side upmost on my mat  

to turn it over was to trigger what  

could blow my pieced-together calm. 

 

In day thoughts a grey ghost.  

Livid in dreams.  Damn you, I‘m not blind  

to the shock of your writing, in cockeyed slant, my mind  

flips blank side uppermost. 

 

What can you possibly want to say?  

It fell so quietly I did not hear it drop.  

White and flat and foreign, the envelope   

does not give anything away.  

 

Once letters flew like birds  

between us.  I‘d read and read again, stuff  

your spilling pages behind every clock and photograph.  

They were full of everything but words.  

 

This‘ll be the usual.  The job‘s still fine,  

I suppose?  You‘ll ask me how are John and Di,  

has Doreen had her baby, how I am  

how‘s he and this new life of mine? 

 

You talk of your new lovers.   Plural.  Wild oats  

at your age.  Jesus, you should know better.  

I‘m mad at my own tears, but not enough to rip this letter.  

Recently I‘ve burnt nothing but my boats. 

 

Though I confess that bitter confetti of the last one.  

But that was in passion – these days it‘s far too late  

for anything except to (eventually) reply to it –  

the past that isn‘t dead enough to stuff a cushion. 

 

Liz Lochhead (Scotland, born 1947) 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 90 

CHANGES 
 

Birds singing in the rain, in the dawn chorus,  

on power lines. Birds knocking on the lawn, 

and poor mistaken worms answering them…  

 

They take no thought for the morrow, not like you  

in your new job. - It paid for my flowers, now  

already stricken in years. The stiff cornflowers  

 

bleach; their blue rinse grows out. The marigolds  

develop a stoop and go bald, orange clowns, 

straw polls, their petals coming out in fistfuls… 

 

Hard to take you in your new professional pride –  

a salary, place of work, colleagues, corporate spirit –  

your new femme d‟affaires haircut, hard as nails. 

 

Say I must be repressive, afraid of castration,  

loving the quest better than its fulfilment. 

What became of you, bright sparrow, featherhead? 

 
Michael Hoffmann (born Germany, 1957) 

 

 

 

THE GARDEN 
 

Like a skein of loose silk blown against a wall 

She walks by the railing of a path in Kensington Gardens,  

And she is dying piece-meal of a sort of emotional anaemia. 

 

And round about there is a rabble 

Of the filthy, sturdy, unkillable infants of the very poor.  

They shall inherit the earth. 

 

In her is the end of breeding. 

Her boredom is exquisite and excessive.  
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She would like some one to speak to her, 

And is almost afraid that I will commit that indiscretion. 

 

Ezra Pound (USA, 1885-1972) 

 

 

 

WOMEN AT STREATHAM HILL  
 

They stand like monuments or trees, not women, 

Heavy and loaded on the common‘s edge  

Pausing before the leaves‘ decline; far off  

The railway runs through grass and bushes where  

Slim girls and interested lovers seem 

Another species, not just generation:  

Butterflies flitting in the leaves, not stones. 

 

Nobody asks what they have done all day 

For who asks trees or stones what they have done?  

They root, they gather moss, they spread, they are.  

The busyness is in the birds about them. 

It would seem more removal than volition 

If once they were not there when men came home. 

 

Ah giggling creamy beauties, can you think  

You will withdraw into this private world  

Weighted with shopping, spreading hands and feet,  

Trunk gnarling, weatherworn? that if you get 

All that your being hurls towards, like Daphne  

Your sap will rise to nourish other things 

Than suppliant arms and hair that glints and beckons?  

Your bodies are keyed and spry, yet do you see  

Anything clearly through the grass-green haze 

Hear anything but the murmur of desires? 

 

Bargains in bags, they separate towards home,  

Their talk a breeze that rustles topmost leaves  

Tickles the dust in crannies in the rock:  

Beetles that grind at roots it touches not. 
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The women pull their thoughts in, easing like stones  

Where they are set, hiding the cavities. 

They care as little now to be disturbed 

As flighty daughters urgently want peace. 

 

Jenny Joseph (England, born 1932) 

 

 

 

DELTA 
 

If you have taken this rubble for my past  

raking through it for fragments you could sell  

know that I long ago moved on  

deeper into the heart of the matter.  

 

If you think you can grasp me, think again:  

my story flows in more than one direction  

a delta springing from the riverbed  

with its five fingers spread. 

 

Adrienne Rich (USA, born 1929) 

 

 

 

KATISHA AND KO-KO’S DUET 
 

KATISHA:  

There is beauty in the bellow of the blast, 

There is grandeur in the growling of the gale, 

There is eloquent outpouring  

When the lion is a roaring  

And the tiger is a-lashing of his tail! 

 

KO-KO:  

Yes, I like to see a tiger 

From the Congo or the Niger, 

And especially when lashing of his tail! 
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KATISHA:  

Volcanoes have a splendour that is grim, 

And earthquakes only terrify the dolts,  

But to him who‘s scientific  

There is nothing that‘s terrific  

In the falling of a flight of thunderbolts! 

 

KO-KO:  

Yes, in spite of all my meekness  

If I have a little weakness 

It‘s a passion for a flight of thunderbolts! 

 

There is beauty in extreme old age –  

Do you fancy you are elderly enough?  

Information I‘m requesting 

On a subject interesting:  

Is a maiden all the better when she‘s tough? 

 

KATISHA:  

Throughout this wide dominion  

It‘s the general opinion  

That she‘ll last a good deal longer when she‘s tough. 

 

KO-KO:  

Are you old enough to marry, do you think? 

Won‘t you wait till you are eighty in the shade?  

There‘s a fascination frantic  

In a ruin that‘s romantic:  

Do you think you are sufficiently decayed?  

 

KATISHA:  

To that matter that you mention  

I have given some attention,  

And I think I am sufficiently decayed! 

 

BOTH:  

If that is so, 

Sing derry down derry!  

It‘s evident, very  
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Our tastes are one! 

 

Away we‘ll go  

And merrily marry  

 Nor tardily tarry  

 Till day is done! 

 

William Schwenk Gilbert (England, 1836-1911):  

From his operetta with Sullivan, The Mikado 

 

 

 

WEDDING DAY 
 

I am afraid. 

Sound has stopped in the day  

And the images reel over 

And over. Why all those tears, 

 

The wild grief on his face  

Outside the taxi? The sap  

Of mourning rises 

In our waving guests. 

 

You sing behind the tall cake  

Like a deserted bride 

Who persists, demented,  

And goes through the ritual. 

 

When I went to the gents  

There was a skewered heart  

And a legend of love. Let me 

Sleep on your breast to the airport. 

 

Seamus Heaney (Eire, born 1939) 
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MEN 
 

They hail you as their morning star  

Because you are the way you are. 

If you return the sentiment,  

They‘ll try to make you different; 

And once they have you, safe and sound,  

They want to change you all around.  

Your moods and ways they put a curse on;  

They‘d make of you another person.  

They cannot let you go your gait; 

They influence and educate  

They‘d alter all that they admired. 

They make me sick, they make me tired. 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA, 1893-1967).  From Enough Rope 

 

 

 

40 - LOVE 
  

middle   aged 

couple  playing 

ten   nis 

when    the 

game   ends 

and    they 

go    home 

the   net 

will   still 

be   be 

tween   them 

  

Roger McGough (England, born 1937) 
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TOUCH ME 
 

Summer is late, my heart.  

Words plucked out of the air  

some forty years ago 

when I was wild with love 

and torn almost in two 

scatter like leaves this night 

of whistling wind and rain. 

It is my heart that‘s late, 

it is my song that‘s flown.  

Outdoors all afternoon 

under a gunmetal sky 

staking my garden down, 

I kneeled to the crickets trilling  

underfoot as if about 

to burst from their crusty shells;  

and like a child again 

marveled to hear so clear 

and brave a music pour 

from such a small machine.  

What makes the engine go?  

Desire, desire, desire. 

The longing for the dance  

stirs in the buried life. 

One season only, and it‘s done. 

So let the battered old willow 

thrash against the windowpanes 

and the house timbers creak. 

Darling, do you remember 

the man you married?  Touch me, 

remind me who I am. 

 

Stanley Kunitz (USA: 1905-2006) 
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ONE FLESH 
 

Lying apart now, each in a separate bed, 

He with a book, keeping the light on late,  

She like a girl dreaming of childhood,  

All men elsewhere – it is as if they wait  

Some new event: the book he holds unread,  

Her eyes fixed on the shadows overhead. 

 

Tossed up like flotsam from a former passion,  

How cool they lie.  They hardly ever touch,  

Or if they do it is like a confession  

Of having little feeling – or too much.  

Chastity faces them, a destination  

For which their whole lives were a preparation. 

 

Strangely apart, yet strangely close together,  

Silence between them like a thread to hold  

And not wind in.  And time itself‘s a feather  

Touching them gently.  Do they know they‘re old,  

These two who are my father and my mother 

Whose fire from which I came, has now grown cold? 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 

 

 

 

HINGED TO FORGETFULNESS  
LIKE A DOOR  
 
Hinged to forgetfulness  

like a door,  

she slowly closed out of  

sight,  

and she was the woman I loved,  

but too many times she slept like  

a mechanical deer in my caresses,  
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and I ached in the metal silence  

of her dreams.  

 

Richard Brautigan (USA, 1935-1982) 

 
 

 

 

POETRY OF DEPARTURES 
 

Sometimes you hear, fifth-hand, 

As epitaph: 

He chucked up everything 

And just cleared off, 

And always the voice will sound 

Certain you approve 

This audacious, purifying, 

Elemental move. 

 

And they are right, I think. 

We all hate home 

And having to be there: 

I detest my room, 

Its specially-chosen junk, 

The good books, the good bed, 

And my life, in perfect order: 

So to hear it said 

 

He walked out on the whole crowd 

Leaves me flushed and stirred, 

Like Then she undid her dress 

Or Take that you bastard; 

Surely I can, if he did? 

And that helps me to stay 

Sober and industrious. 

But I‘d go today, 

 

Yes, swagger the nut-strewn roads, 

Crouch in the fo‘c‘sle 
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Stubbly with goodness, if 

It weren‘t so artificial, 

Such a deliberate step backwards 

To create an object: 

Books; china; a life 

Reprehensibly perfect. 

 

Philip Larkin (England: 1922-1984) 

 

 

 

SUNDAY AFTERNOONS 
 

On Sunday afternoons 

In winter, snow in the air,  

People sit thick as birds  

In the station buffet-bar.  

They know one another.  

Some exchange a few words  

But mostly they sit and stare  

At the urns and the rock buns. 

 

Not many trains today. 

Not many are waiting for trains  

Or waiting for anything 

Except for the time to pass.  

The fug is thick on the glass 

Beyond which, through honks and puffing,  

An express shrugs and strains 

To sidings not far away.    

 

Here no one is saying goodbye:  

Tears, promises to write,  

Journeys, are not for them.   

Here there are other things 

To mull over, till the dark brings  

Its usual burdensome 

Thoughts of a place for the night,  

A bit of warm and dry. 
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On Sunday afternoons 

The loudspeaker has little to say  

Of wherever the few trains go.  

Not many are travellers. 

But few are as still as these  

Who sit here out of the snow,  

Passing the time away 

Till the night begins. 

 
Anthony Thwaite (England, born 1930) 

 

 

 

EUNICE 
 

With her latest roses happily encumbered 

Tunbridge Wells Central takes her from the night,  

Sweet second bloomings frost has faintly umbered  

And some double dahlias waxy red and white. 

 

Shut again till April stands her little hutment  

Peeping over daisies Michaelmas and mauve, 

Lock‘d in the Elsan in its brick abutment  

Lock‘d the little pantry, dead the little stove. 

 

Keys with Mr. Groombridge, but nobody will take them  

To her lonely cottage by the lonely oak, 

Potatoes in the garden but nobody to bake them,  

Fungus in the living room and water in the coke. 

 

I can see her waiting on this chilly Sunday  

For the five forty (twenty minutes late), 

One of many hundreds to dread the coming Monday  

To fight with influenza and battle with her weight. 

 

Tweed coat and skirt that with such anticipation 

On a merry spring time a friend had trimm‘d with fur,  

Now the friend is married and, oh desolation, 
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Married to the man who might have married her. 

 

High in Onslow Gardens where the soot flakes settle  

An empty flat is waiting her struggle up the stair 

And when she puts the wireless on, the heater and the kettle  

It's cream and green and cosy, but home is never there. 

 

Home‘s here in Kent and how many morning coffees 

And hurried little lunch hours of planning will be spent  

Through the busy months of typing in the office 

Until the days are warm enough to take her back to Kent. 

 

Sir John Betjeman (England, 1906-1984) 
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IT SOUNDS LIKE AUTUMN 
 

It sounds like autumn  

the pain of leaves  

turning grass turning  

over in their morning  

sleep waking later  

than they did  

the day before.  

It sounds like autumn  

crispness hissing  

in the dew  

the birdsong gone  

fragile overnight.  

My room is filled  

with cold still air 

and yesterday‘s plumpness  

has turned to bone again  

as I sit staring  

at the hard floor  

the purple floor  

carpet the colour  

of burnt heather. 

 

Pat Winslow (born 1954) 

 

 

 

EXCHANGING GIFTS 
 

Your fingers,  

skilled with wood,  

could fashion furniture:  

made me a doll‘s house once  

when toys were scarce,  

small casualties of war.   

I heard you hammering  

each night,  
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did not appreciate your gifts  

of time and craftsmanship.   

 

Your hands,  

now twisted, gnarled with age,  

will tremble as they pass a cup,  

yet you produce  

smooth polished bowls,  

rounded and begging  

to be touched.   

Your turning lathe  

gives life to ancient apple trees,  

you make old, knotted oak  

conform to your design.   

 

My way with words  

you never valued,  

never understood –  

until today  

I find you trying to write  

A tribute to a friend,  

now dead.   

Taking your speech,  

coarse-grained as rough-hewn pine,  

I carve and shape,  

then plane and polish language,  

order your thoughts,  

give tongue to love  

and fill your empty hands  

as you filled mine. 

 

Sheila Parry (born 1933) 
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BEAUTIFUL OLD AGE 
 

It ought to be lovely to be old 

to be full of the peace that comes of experience  

and wrinkled ripe fulfilment. 

 

The wrinkled smile of completeness that follows a life  

lived undaunted and unsoured with accepted lies. 

If people lived without accepting lies 

they would ripen like apples, and be scented like pippins  

in their old age. 

 

Soothing, old people should be, like apples  

when one is tired of love. 

Fragrant like yellowing leaves, and dim with the soft  

stillness and satisfaction of autumn. 

 

And a girl should say: 

It must be wonderful to live and grow old.  

Look at my mother, how rich and still she is!  

 

And a young man should think: By Jove 

my father has faced all weathers, but it‘s been a life!  

 

David Herbert Lawrence (England, 1885-1930) 

 

 

 

GROWING OLD 
 

What is it to grow old? 

Is it to lose the glory of the form, 

The lustre of the eye? 

Is it for beauty to forego her wreath? 

Yes, but not for this alone. 

 

Is it to feel our strength -  

Not our bloom only, but our strength - decay? 
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Is it to feel each limb 

Grow stiffer, every function less exact, 

Each nerve more weakly strung? 

 

Yes, this, and more! but not, 

Ah, ‗tis not what in youth we dreamed ‗twould be! 

‗Tis not to have our life 

Mellowed and softened as with sunset-glow, 

A golden day‘s decline! 

 

‗Tis not to see the world 

As from a height, with rapt prophetic eyes, 

And heart profoundly stirred; 

And weep, and feel the fullness of the past, 

The years that are no more! 

 

It is to spend long days 

And not once feel that we were ever young. 

It is to add, immured 

In the hot prison of the present, month 

To month with weary pain. 

 

It is to suffer this, 

And feel but half, and feebly, what we feel: 

Deep in our hidden heart 

Festers the dull remembrance of a change, 

But no emotion - none. 

 

It is - last stage of all -  

When we are frozen up within, and quite 

The phantom of ourselves, 

To hear the world applaud the hollow ghost 

Which blamed the living man. 

 

Matthew Arnold 
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WARNING 
 

When I am an old woman I shall wear purple 

With a red hat which doesn‘t go, and doesn‘t suit me 

And I shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves  

And satin sandals, and say we‘ve no money for butter. 

I shall sit down on the pavement when I‘m tired 

And gobble up samples in shops and press alarm bells  

And run my stick along the public railings 

And make up for the sobriety of my youth.  

I shall go out in my slippers in the rain 

And pick the flowers in other people‘s gardens  

And learn to spit. 

 

You can wear terrible shirts and grow more fat  

And eat three pounds of sausages at a go 

Or only bread and pickle for a week 

And hoard pens and pencils and beermats and things in boxes. 

 

But now we must have clothes that keep us dry  

And pay our rent and not swear in the street  

And set a good example for the children. 

We will have friends to dinner and read the papers.  

 

But maybe I ought to practise a little now? 

So people who know me are not too shocked and surprised  

When suddenly I am old and start to wear purple. 
 

Jenny Joseph (England, born 1932) 
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GETTING OLDER 
 

The first surprise: I like it.   

Whatever happens now, some things  

That used to terrify have not:  

 

I didn‘t die young, for instance.  Or lose  

My only love.  My three children  

Never had to run away from anyone.  

 

Don‘t tell me this gratitude is complacent.   

We all approach the edge of the same blackness  

Which for me is silent. 

 

Knowing as much sharpens  

My delight in January freesia,  

Hot coffee, winter sunlight.  So we say  

 

as we lie close on some gentle occasion:  

Every day won from such  

Darkness is a celebration. 

 

Elaine Feinstein (England, born 1930) 

 

 

 

MIRROR 
 

I am silver and exact. I have no preconceptions. 

Whatever I see I swallow immediately 

Just as it is, unmisted by love or dislike. 

I am not cruel, only truthful - 

The eye of a little god, four-cornered. 

Most of the time I meditate on the opposite wall. 

It is pink, with speckles. I have looked at it so long 

I think it is a part of my heart. But it flickers. 

Faces and darkness separate us over and over. 
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Now I am a lake. A woman bends over me, 

Searching my reaches for what she really is. 

Then she turns to those liars, the candles or the moon. 

I see her back, and reflect it faithfully. 

She rewards me with tears and an agitation of hands. 

I am important to her. She comes and goes. 

Each morning it is her face that replaces the darkness. 

In me she has drowned a young girl, and in me an old woman 

Rises toward her day after day, like a terrible fish. 

 

Sylvia Plath (USA, 1932-1963. From Crossing the Water) 

 

 

 

A LADY  
 

You are beautiful and faded 

Like an old opera tune 

Played upon a harpsichord; 

Or like the sun-flooded silks 

Of an eighteenth-century boudoir. 

In your eyes 

Smoulder the fallen roses of out-lived minutes, 

And the perfume of your soul 

Is vague and suffusing, 

With the pungence of sealed spice-jars. 

Your half-tones delight me, 

And I grow mad with gazing 

At your blent colours. 

My vigour is a new-minted penny, 

Which I cast at your feet. 

Gather it up from the dust, 

That its sparkle may amuse you. 

 

Amy Lowell (USA, 1874-1925) 
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TO AN OLD LADY 
 

Ripeness is all; her in her cooling planet  

Revere; do not presume to think her wasted.  

Project her no projectile, plan nor man it;  

Gods cool in turn, by the sun long outlasted.  

 

Our earth alone given no name of god 

Gives, too, no hold for such a leap to aid her;  

Landing, you break some palace and seem odd;  

Bees sting their need, the keeper‘s queen invader.  

 

No, to your telescope; spy out the land; 

Watch while her ritual is still to see, 

Still stand her temples emptying in the sand  

Whose waves o‘erthrew their crumbled tracery;  

 

Still stand uncalled-on her soul‘s appanage;  

Much social detail whose successor fades; 

Wit used to run a house and to play Bridge,  

And tragic fervour, to dismiss her maids.  

 

Years her precession do not throw from gear.  

She reads a compass certain of her pole;  

Confident, finds no confines on her sphere,  

Whose failing crops are in her sole control.  

 

Stars how much further from me fill my night.  

Strange that she too should be inaccessible,  

Who shares my sun. He curtains her from sight,  

And but in darkness is she visible. 

 

Sir William Empson (England, 1906-1984) 
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NIGHTHAWKS 
 

(for James Lasdun) 

 

Time isn‘t money, at our age, it‘s water. 

You couldn‘t say we cupped our hands very tightly…  

We missed the second-last train, and find ourselves  

at the station with half an hour to kill. 

 

The derelicts queue twice round the tearoom. 

Outside, the controlled prostitutes move smoothly  

through the shoals of men laughing off their fear.  

The street-lamps are a dull coral, snakes‘ heads. 

 

Earlier, I watched a couple over your shoulder. 

She was thin, bone-chested, dressed in black lace,  

Her best feature vines of hair. Blatant, ravenous,  

Post-coital, they greased their fingers as they ate. 

 

I met a dim acquaintance, a man with the manner  

of a laughing-gas victim, rich, frightened and jovial.  

Why doesn‘t everyone wear pink, he squeaked.  

Only a couple of blocks are safe in his world. 

 

Now we‘ve arrived at this hamburger heaven, 

a bright hole walled with mirrors where our faces show  

pale and evacuated in the neon. We spoon our sundaes  

from a metal dish. The chopped nuts are poison. 

 

We‘ve been here six straight hours together, my friend,  

sitting in a shroud of earnestness and misgiving. 

Swarthy, big-lipped, suffering, tubercular, 

Your hollow darkness survives even in this place . . . 

 

The branch-line is under the axe, but it still runs,  

rattling and screeching, between the hospital 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 111 

lit like a toy, and the castellated factory - 

a folie de grandeur of late capitalism. 
 

 Michael Hoffmann (born Germany, 1957) 

 

 

 

 

VISITING MY GRANDFATHER 
 

In a room as dark as his 

you remembered colour, in amongst  

brown bakelite, teak, 

and felt for furnishing, 

the black-out curtains from the war. 

I saw the blue cuneiform of the crossword  

looming under the magnifier 

for my father to finish; 

the slow valves of the radio warming like coals 

into English voices; 

the rainbow spills, for his pipe,  

in a beaker by the hearth. 

And the fire, of course, when lit,  

full of all the usual pictures: caves, dragons, life. 

But being children 

we were out too far to feel the heat,  

kicking our legs on the high chairs,  

nursing our flat lemonade 

and trying not to see our blurred ghosts  

in the dresser‘s unsilvering glass. 

 

Once a year, though, it was summer,  

and in the great window  

were the white yachts of Stonehaven,  

the yellow yachts in the bay.  

As if colour TV  

had come to Scotland, all afternoon  

we watched a testcard  

of acid primaries 
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on wavelengths of green  

and a lemony blue. 

 

It was a chill parlour, despite the fire,  

but leaving was like opening 

the door of a fridge: cold  

dumping on your sandalled feet,  

your bare legs. 

Finding my way back from the kitchen,  

arms out in the dark 

for the connecting door,  

I came against  

A womanly thing, 

some kind of shawl 

or handbag dressed in feathers,  

which I felt all over, 

my hands down below –  

till I touched the wetness, 

neck and sudden beak,  

left it swinging as I ran,  

leaving half my life behind 

with the hung pheasant  

and half in my hands with its blood:  

cinnabar, carnelian,  

rose madder, rust. 

 

Robin Robertson (Scotland, 20
th

 century) 
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AUNT JENNIFER’S TIGERS 
 

Aunt Jennifer‘s tigers prance across a screen,  

Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.  

They do not fear the men beneath the tree;  

They pace in sleek chivalric certainty. 

 

Aunt Jennifer‘s fingers fluttering through her wool  

Find even the ivory needle hard to pull. 

The massive weight of Uncle‘s wedding band  

Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer‘s hand. 

 

When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie  

Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.  

The tigers in the panel that she made 

Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid. 

 

Adrienne Rich (USA, born 1929) 

 

 

 

 

THE STRAIT-JACKETS  
 

I lay the suitcase on Father‘s bed  

and unzip it slowly, gently.   

Inside, packed in cloth strait-jackets  

lie forty live hummingbirds  

tied down in rows, each tiny head  

cushioned on a swaddled body.   

I feed them from a flask of sugar water,   

inserting every bill into the pipette,   

then unwind their bindings  

so Father can see their changing colours  

as they dart around his room.   

They hover inches from his face  

as if he‘s a flower, their humming  

just audible above the oxygen recycler.   
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For the first time since I‘ve arrived  

he‘s breathing easily, the cannula  

attached to his nostrils almost slips out.   

I don‘t know how long we sit there  

but when I next glance at his face  

he‘s asleep, lights from their feathers  

still playing on his eyelids and cheeks.   

It takes me hours to catch them all  

and wrap them in their strait-jackets.   

I work quietly, he‘s in such  

a deep sleep he doesn‘t wake once.  

 

Pascale Petit (France-UK. From The Zoo Father, 2001) 

 

 

 

FIVE O’CLOCK SHADOW 
 

This is the time of day when we in the Men‘s Ward 

Think ―One more surge of the pain and I give up the fight,‖ 

When he who struggles for breath can struggle less strongly: 

This is the time of day which is worse than night. 

 

A haze of thunder hangs on the hospital rose-beds,  

A doctors‘ foursome out on the links is played, 

Safe in her sitting-room Sister is putting her feet up:  

This is the time of day when we feel betrayed. 

 

Below the windows, loads of loving relations 

Rev in the car park, changing gear at the bend,  

Making for home and a nice big tea and the telly: 

―Well, we‘ve done what we can. It can‘t be long till the end.‖ 

 

This is the time of day when the weight of bedclothes  

Is harder to bear than a sharp incision of steel. 
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The endless anonymous croak of a cheap transistor  

Intensifies the lonely terror I feel. 

 

Sir John Betjeman (England, 1906-1984) 

 

 

 

“THE DREAM IN THE  
PEASANT’S BENT SHOULDERS” 
 

You are sitting on a chair  

Upright, moulded plastic, 

At the end of your hospital bed  

In the seventy-bed ward. 

―Where are my pyjama bottoms?‖   

You cry at me, with a hoe in your hand,   

A small, split cry.   

When I fail to answer you, you cry, 

―What have they done with my pyjama bottoms?‖  

―I don‘t know, Daddy, I don‘t know.‖ 

All I know 

Is that you served the State 

Unconditionally  

For twenty-eight years 

And that on this December afternoon in Dublin, 

Without providing any reason or explanation,  

They have taken away your pyjama bottoms. 

 

Outside on Pearse Street 

My mother weeps at the hospital gates. 

Such was your loyalty to the State, 

Your devotion and fidelity to the State 

You took Mother on one holiday only in twenty-eight years –  

A pilgrimage by coach to the home of Mussolini 

And Clara Petachi near Lago di Como,  

A villa in the hills above Lago di Como.  

Did you see in Mum your Clara?  

Starlet, child bride, all negligee and tulle. 
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Loyalty to the State was the star  

In the East of your life 

And reward by the State. 

Instead, they have taken away your pyjama bottoms  

Leaving you only with your pyjama tops 

And a hoe in your hand. 

Your peasant‘s bent shoulders have ceased their dreaming  

As you crouch down before me, a jewel in torment. 

Out of willow eyes you stare at me.  

―Hold my hand,‖ you whisper. 

A blond male doctor struts brusquely past 

As we crouch here holding hands in twilight.  

―Hold my hand,‖ you whisper. 

―I am holding your hand, Daddy,‖ I respond.  

But you do not hear me. 

Clinging to your hoe 

And gripping tightly my hand, you scream:  

“Hold my hand.” 

 

Paul Durcan (Eire, born 1944) 

 

 

 

PHANTOM 
 

All look and likeness caught from earth, 

All accident of kin and birth, 

Had pass‘d away. There was no trace 

Of aught on that illumined face, 

Uprais‘d beneath the rifted stone 

But of one spirit all her own; - 

She, she herself, and only she, 

Shone thro‘ her body visibly. 

 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
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THE VACUUM  
 

The house is so quiet now  

The vacuum cleaner sulks in the corner closet,  

Its bag limp as a stopped lung, its mouth  

Grinning into the floor, maybe at my  

Slovenly life, my dog-dead youth.  

 

I‘ve lived this way long enough,  

But when my old woman died her soul  

Went into that vacuum cleaner, and I can‘t bear  

To see the bag swell like a belly, eating the dust  

And the woollen mice, and begin to howl 

 

Because there is old filth everywhere 

She used to crawl, in the corner and under the stair.  

I know now how life is cheap as dirt, 

And still the hungry, angry heart  

Hangs on and howls, biting at air. 

 

Howard Nemerov (USA, born 1920) 

 

 

 

 

AND HOW LONG? 
 

How long does a man live, after all? 

 

Does he live a thousand days, or one only? 

 

A week, or several centuries? 

 

How long does a man spend dying? 

 

What does it mean to say ‗forever‘? 

 

Lost in these preoccupations, 
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I set myself to clear things up. 

 

I sought out knowledgeable priests, 

I waited for them after their rituals, 

I watched them when they went their ways 

to visit God and the Devil. 

 

They wearied of my questions. 

They on their part knew very little; 

they were no more than administrators. 

 

Medical men received me 

in between consultations, 

a scalpel in each hand, 

saturated in aureomycin, 

busier each day. 

As far as I could tell from their talk, 

the problem was as follows: 

it was not so much the death of a microbe - 

they went down by the ton - 

but the few which survived 

showed signs of perversity. 

 

They left me so startled 

that I sought out the grave-diggers. 

I went to the rivers where they burn 

enormous painted corpses, 

tiny bony bodies, 

emperors with an aura 

of terrible curses, 

women snuffed out at a stroke 

by a wave of cholera. 

There were whole beaches of dead 

and ashy specialists. 

 

When I got the chance 

I asked them a slew of questions. 

They offered to bum me; 

it was the only thing they knew. 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 119 

In my own country the undertakers 

answered me, between drinks: 

‗Get yourself a good woman 

and give up this nonsense.‘ 

 

I never saw people so happy. 

 

Raising their glasses they sang, 

toasting health and death. 

They were huge fornicators. 

 

I returned home, much older 

after crossing the world. 

 

Now I question nobody. 

 

But I know less every day. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

From  Estravagario (1958), translated by Alastair Reid 

 

 
 

THE SEVEN AGES OF MAN 
 

All the world‘s a stage,  

And all the men and women merely players;  

They have their exits and their entrances;  

And one man in his time plays many parts,  

His acts being seven ages. At first the infant, 

Mewling and puking in the nurse‘s arms;  

Then the whining school-boy, with his satchel  

And shining morning face, creeping like snail 

Unwillingly to school. And then the lover,  

Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad  

Made to his mistress‘ eyebrow. Then a soldier, 

Full of strange oaths, and bearded like the pard,  

Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel, 

Seeking the bubble reputation 
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Even in the cannon‘s mouth.  

And then the justice, 

In fair round belly with good capon lin‘d,  

With eyes severe and beard of formal cut,  

Full of wise saws and modern instances;  

And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts  

Into the lean and slipper‘d pantaloon,  

With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,  

His youthful hose, well sav‘d, a world too wide 

For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice, 

Turning again toward childish treble, pipes  

And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all,  

That ends this strange eventful history,  

Is second childishness and mere oblivion;  

Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans every thing. 

 

William Shakespeare: from As You Like It (II, vii)  

 

 

 
PART OF AN ODE  
 

It is not growing like a tree  

In bulk, doth make men better be;  

Or standing long - an oak, three hundred year -   

To fall at last, dry, bald and sere.  

A lily of a day 

Is fairer far in May.  

Although it fall and die that night  

It was the plant and flower of light. 

In small proportions we just beauties see,  

And in short measures, life may perfect be. 

 

Ben Jonson 
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LINES ON A CLOCK  
IN CHESTER CATHEDRAL 

 

When as a child, I laughed and wept, 

Time crept.  

When as a youth, I dreamt and talked, 

Time walked.  

When I became a full-grown man,  

Time ran.  

When older still I daily grew,  

Time flew.  

Soon I shall find on travelling on -   

Time gone.  

O Christ, wilt Thou have saved me then?  

Amen.  

 

Henry Twells 

 

 

 

* * * 
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THE LYKE WAKE DIRGE 
 

This ae nighte, this ae nighte,  

Every nighte and alle,  

Fire and fleet and candle-light,  

And Christe receive thy saule.  

 

When thou from hence away art past,  

Every nighte and alle,  

To Whinny muir thou com‘st at last;  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

If ever thou gav‘st hos‘n and shoon,  

Every nighte and alle,  

Sit thee down and put them on;  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

If hos‘n and shoon thou ne‘er gavst nane,  

Every nighte and alle,  

The whinnes sall prick thee to the bare bane;  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

From Whinny muir when thou may‘st pass,  

Every nighte and alle,  

To Brig o‘Dread thou com‘st at last  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

From Brig o‘ Dread when thou may‘st pass,  

Every nighte and alle,  

To Purgatory fire thou com‘st at last,  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

If ever thou gasv‘st meat or drink,  

Every nighte and alle,  

The fire sall never make thee shrink;  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

If meat or drink thou ne‘er gav‘st nane,  

Every nighte and alle,  
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The fire will burn thee to the bare bane;  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

This ae nighte, this ae nighte,  

Every nighte and alle,  

Fire and fleet and candle-lighte  

And Christe receive thy saule. 

 

Author unknown (Cumberland, 15
th

 century) 

 

 

 

THE TWA CORBIES  
 

As I was walking all alane  

I heard twa corbies making a mane;  

The tane unto the t‘other say  

‗Where sall we gang and dine to-day?‘  

 

‗In behint yon auld fail dyke  

I wot there lies a new-slain Knight;  

And naebody kens that he lies there,  

But his hawk, his hound, and lady fair.  

 

‗His hound is to the hunting gane, 

His hawk to fetch the wild-fowl hame,  

His lady‘s ta‘en another mate, 

So we may make our dinner sweet. 

 

‗Ye‘ll sit on his white hause-bane, 

And I'll pick out his bonny blue een:  

Wi‘ ae lock o‘ his gowden hair 

We‘ll theek our nest when it grows bare. 

 

‗Mony a one for him makes mane,  

But nane sall ken where he is gane; 
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O‘er his white banes, when they are bare,  

The wind sall blaw for evermair.‘ 

 

Author unknown  (before 1800 AD) 

Corbies = ravens   Makin a mane = making moan   Bane = bone 

 

 

 

THE GRAUBALLE MAN 
 

As if he had been poured  

in tar, he lies 

on a pillow of turf  

and seems to weep 

 

the black river of himself.  

The grain of his wrists 

is like bog oak,  

the ball of his heel 

 

like a basalt egg. 

His instep has shrunk  

cold as a swan‘s foot  

or a wet swamp root. 

  

His hips are the ridge  

and purse of a mussel,  

his spine an eel arrested  

under a glisten of mud.  

 

 The head lifts,  

the chin is a visor  

 raised above the vent  

 of his slashed throat 

 

that has tanned and toughened.  
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The cured wound 

opens inwards to a dark  

elderberry place. 

 

Who will say ‗corpse‘  

to his vivid cast?  

Who will say ‗body‘  

to his opaque repose? 

 

And his rusted hair,  

a mat unlikely 

as a foetus‘s. 

I first saw his twisted face 

 

in a photograph, 

a head and shoulder  

out of the peat, 

bruised like a forceps baby, 

 

but now he lies  

perfected in my memory,  

down to the red horn 

of his nails, 

 

hung in the scales  

with beauty and atrocity:  

with the Dying Gaul  

too strictly compassed  

 

on his shield,  

with the actual weight  

of each hooded victim,  

slashed and dumped. 

 

Seamus Heaney (Eire, born 1939) 
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AND WHEN THE GREEN MAN COMES 
 

The man is clothed 

in birchbark, 

small birds cling to his limbs 

and one builds 

a nest in his ear. 

 

The clamor of bedlam 

infests his hair, a wind 

blowing in his head 

shakes down 

a thought that turns 

to moss and lichen 

at his feet. 

 

His eyes are blind 

with April, 

his breath distilled 

of butterflies 

and bees, and in his beard 

the maggot sings. 

 

He comes again 

with litter of chips 

and empty cans, 

his shoes full of mud and dung; 

 

an army of shedding dogs 

attends him, 

the valley shudders where 

he stands, 

redolent of roses, 

exalted in 

the streaming rain. 

 

John Haines (USA, born 1924) 
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From the opening pages of  
PARADISE LOST 
 

Of Man‘s first disobedience, and the Fruit 

Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal taste  

Brought Death into the World, and all our woe,  

With Loss of Eden, till one greater Man  

Restore us, and regain the blissful Seat,  

Sing heav‘nly Muse, that on the secret top  

Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire  

That Shepherd, who first taught the chosen Seed,  

In the Beginning how the Heav‘ns and the Earth  

Rose out of Chaos: Or if Sion Hill  

Delight the more, and Soloa‘s Brook that flow‘d  

Fast by the Oracle of God; I thence  

Invoke thy aid to my advent‘rous Song,  

That with no middle flight intends to soar  

Above th‘Aonian Mount, while it pursues  

Things unattempted yet in Prose or Rhyme,  

And chiefly Thou O Spirit, that dost prefer  

Before all Temples th‘upright heart and pure,  

Instruct me, for Thou know‘st; Thou from the first  

Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread  

Dove-like sat‘st brooding on the vast Abyss  

And mad‘st it pregnant: What in me is dark  

Illumine, what is low raise and support;  

That to the height of this great Argument  

I may assert Eternal Providence,  

And justify the ways of God to men,  

Say first, for Heav‘n hides nothing from thy view  

Nor the deep Tract of Hell, say first what cause  

Mov‘d our Grand Parents in that happy State,  

Favour‘d of Heav‘n so highly, to fall off  

From their Creator, and transgress his Will  

For one restraint, Lords of the World besides?  

Who first seduc‘d them to that foul revolt?  

Th‘ Infernal Spirit; he it was, whose guile  

Stirred up with Envy and Revenge, deceiv‘d  
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The Mother of Mankind, what time his Pride  

Had cast him out from Heav‘n, with all his Host  

Of Rebel Angels, by whose aid aspiring  

To set himself in Glory above his Peers,  

He trusted to have equall‘d the most High,  

If he oppos‘d: and with ambitious aim  

Against the Throne and Monarchy of God  

Raised impious war in Heav‘n and Battle proud  

With vain attempt.  Him the Almighty Power  

Hurl‘d headlong flaming from th‘Ethereal Sky  

With hideous ruin and combustion down  

To bottomless perdition, there to dwell  

In Adamantine Chains and penal Fire  

Who durst defy th‘Omnipotent to Arms.   

Nine times the Space that measures Day and Night  

To mortal men, he with his horrid crew  

Lay vanquisht rolling in the fiery Gulf  

Confounded, though immortal: But his doom  

Reserv‘d him to more wrath; for now the thought  

Both of lost happiness and lasting pain  

Torments him: round he throws his baleful eyes  

That witness‘d huge affliction and dismay  

Mixt with obdurate pride and steadfast hate:  

At once as far as Angel‘s ken he views  

The dismal Situation waste and wild,  

A Dungeon horrible, on all sides round  

As one great Furnace flam‘d, yet from those flames  

No light, but rather darkness visible  

Serv‘d only to discover sights of woe,  

Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace  

And rest can never dwell, hope never comes  

That comes to all; but torture without end  

Still urges, and a fiery Deluge, fed  

With ever-burning Sulphur unconsum‘d:  

Such place Eternal Justice had prepar‘d  

For those rebellions, here their Prison ordain‘d  

In utter darkness, and their portion set  

As far removed from God and light of Heav‘n  

As from the Center thrice to th‘utmost Pole.   

O how unlike the place from whence they fell!   
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There the companions  of his fall, o‘erwhelm‘d   

With Floods and Whirlwinds of tempestuous fire,  

He soon discerns, and welt‘ring by his side  

One next himself in power, and next in crime,  

Long after known in Palestine, and nam‘d  

Beelzebub.  To whom th‘Arch-Enemy,  

And thence in Heav‘n call‘d Satan, with bold words  

Breaking the horrid silence thus began.   

―If thou beest he; but O how fall‘n! how chang‘d  

From him, who in the happy Realms of Light  

Cloth‘d in transcendent brightness didst outshine  

Myriads though bright: If he whom mutual league,  

United thoughts and counsels, equal hope,  

And hazard in the Glorious Enterprise,  

Join‘d with me once, now misery hath join‘d  

In equal ruin: into what Pit thou seest  

From what height fall‘n, so much the stronger prov‘d  

He with his Thunder: and till then who knew  

The force of those dire Arms?  Yet not for those  

Nor what the Potent Victor in his rage  

Can else inflict do I repent or change,  

Though chang‘d in outward lustre, that fixt mind  

And high disdain, from sense of injur‘d merit,  

That with the mightiest rais‘d me to contend,  

And to the fierce contention brought along  

Innumerable force of Spirits arm‘d  

That durst dislike his reign, and me preferring,  

His utmost power with adverse power oppos‘d  

In dubious Battle on the Plains of Heav‘n,  

And shook his throne.  What thought the field be lost? 

All is not lost; the unconquerable Will,  

And study of revenge, immortal hate,  

And courage never to submit or yield:  

And what is else not to be overcome?  

That Glory never shall his wrath or might  

Extort from me.  To bow and sue for grace  

With suppliant knee and deify his power  

Who from the Terror of this Arm so late  

Doubted his Empire, that were low indeed,  

That were an ignominy and shame beneath 
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This downfall; since by Fate the strength of Gods  

And this Empyreal substance cannot fail,   

Since through experience of this great event  

In Arms not worse, in foresight much advanc‘t,  

We may with more successful hope resolve  

To wage by force or guile eternal War  

Irreconcilable, to our grand Foe,  

Who now triumphs, and in th‘excess of joy 

Sole reigning holds the Tyranny of Heav‘n.‖ 

So spake th‘Apostate Angel, though in pain,  

Vaunting aloud, but rackt with deep despair:  

And him thus answer‘d soon his bold Compeer. 

―Oh Prince, O Chief of many Throned Powers,  

That led th‘embattled Seraphim to War  

Under thy conduct, and in dreadful deeds  

Fearless, endanger‘d Heav‘n‘s perpetual King;  

And put to proof his high Supremacy,  

Whether upheld by strength, or Chance, or Fate,  

Too well I see and rue the dire event,  

That with sad overthrow and foul defeat  

Hath lost us Heav‘n, and all this mighty Host  

In horrible destruction laid thus low,  

As far as Gods and Heav‘nly Essences  

Can Perish: for the mind and spirit remains  

Invincible, and vigour soon returns,  

Though all our Glory extinct, and happy state  

Here swallow‘d up in endless misery.  

But what if he our Conqueror, (whom I now  

Of force believe Almighty, since no less  

That such could have o‘erpower‘d such force as ours)  

Have left us this our spirit and strength entire  

Strongly to suffer and support our pains,  

That we may so suffice his vengeful ire,  

Or do him mightier service as his thralls  

By right of War, whate‘er his business be,  

Here in the heart of Hell to work in Fire,  

Or do his Errands in the gloomy Deep;  

What can it then avail though yet we feel  

Strength undiminisht, or eternal being  

To undergo eternal punishment?‖ 
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Whereto with speedy words th‘Arch-Fiend repli‘d.  

 ―Fall‘n Cherub, to be weak is miserable  

Doing or Suffering: but of this be sure  

To do aught good never will be our task, 

But ever to do ill our sole delight,  

As being the contrary to his high will  

Whom we resist.   If then his Providence  

Out of our evil seek to bring forth good,  

Our labour must be to pervert that end,  

And out of good still to find means of evil;  

Which oft-times may succeed, so as perhaps  

Shall grieve him, if I fail not, and disturb  

His inmost counsels from their destin‘d aim.   

But see the angry Victor hath recall‘d  

His Ministers of vengeance and pursuit  

Back to the Gates of Heav‘n: The Sulphurous Hail  

Shot after us in storm, o‘erblown hath laid  

The fiery Surge, that from the Precipice  

Of Heav‘n receiv‘d us falling, and the Thunder,  

Wing‘d with red Lightning and impetuous rage,  

Perhaps hath spent his shafts, and ceases now  

To bellow through the vast and boundless Deep.‖ 

Let us not slip th‘occasion, whether scorn,  

Or satiate fury yield it from our Foe.   

Seest thou yon dreary Plain, forlorn and wild,  

The seat of desolation, void of light,  

Save what the glimmering of those livid flames  

Casts pale and dreadful?  Thither let us tend  

From off the tossing of those fiery waves,  

And reassembling our afflicted Powers,  

Consult how we may henceforth most offend  

Our Enemy, our own loss how repair,  

How overcome this dire Calamity,  

What reinforcement we may gain from Hope,  

If not what resolution from despair.‖ 

Thus Satan talking to his nearest Mate  

With Head uplift above the wave, and Eyes  

That sparkling blaz‘d, his other Parts besides  

Prone on the Flood, extended long and large  

Lay floating many a rood, in bulk as huge 
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As whom the Fables name of monstrous size,  

Titanian, or Earth-born, that warr‘d on Jove,  

Briareos or Typhon, whom the Den 

By ancient Tarsus held, or that Sea-beast  

Leviathan, which God of all his works  

Created hugest that swim th‘Oceän stream:  

Him haply slumb‘ring on the Norway foam  

The Pilot of some small night-founder‘d Skiff,  

Deeming some Island, oft, as Sea-men tell,  

With fixed Anchor in his scaly rind 

Moors by his side under the Lee, while Night  

Invests the Sea, and wished Morn delays: 

So stretcht out huge in length the Arch-fiend lay  

Chain‘d on the burning Lake, nor ever thence, 

Had ris‘n or heav‘d his head, but that the will  

And high permission of all-ruling Heaven  

Left him at large to his own dark designs,  

That with reiterated crimes he might 

Heap on himself damnation, while he sought  

Evil to others, and enrag‘d might see 

How all his malice serv‘d but to bring forth  

Infinite goodness, grace and mercy shown  

On Man by him seduc‘t, but on himself 

Treble confusion, wrath and vengeance pour‘d.  

Forthwith upright he rears from off the Pool 

His mighty Stature; on each hand the flames  

Driv‘n backward slope their pointing spires, and roll‘d  

In billows, leave i‘ th‘midst a horrid Vale. 

Then with expanded wings he steers his flight  

Aloft, incumbent on the dusky Air 

That felt unusual weight, till on dry Land  

He ‗lights, if it were Land that ever burn‘d  

With solid, as the Lake with liquid fire; 

And such appear‘d in hue, as when the force  

Of subterranean wind transports a Hill 

Torn from Pelorus, or the shatter‘d side  

Of thund‘ring Etna, whose combustible  

And fuell‘d entrails thence conceiving Fire, 

Sublim‘d with Mineral fury, aid the Winds,  

And leave a singed bottom all involv‘d 
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With stench and smoke: Such resting found the sole  

Of unblest feet. Him follow‘d his next Mate, 

Both glorying to have ‗scap‘t the Stygian flood 

As Gods, and by their own recover‘d strength,  

Not by the sufferance of supernal Power. 

 ―Is this the Region, this the Soil, the Clime,‖  

Said then the lost Arch Angel, ―this the seat 

That we must change for Heav‘n, this mournful gloom 

For that celestial light? Be it so, since he  

Who now is Sovran can dispose and bid  

What shall be right: farthest from him is best 

Whom reason hath equall‘d, force hath made supreme  

Above his equals. Farewell happy Fields 

Where Joy for ever dwells: Hail horrors, hail  

Infernal world, and thou profoundest Hell  

Receive thy new Possessor: One who brings  

A mind not to be chang‘d by Place or Time.  

The mind is its own place, and in itself 

Can make a Heav‘n of Hell, a Hell of Heav‘n.  

What matter where, if I be still the same,  

And what I should be, all but less than he  

Whom Thunder hath made greater? Here at least  

We shall be free; th‘Almighty hath not built 

Here for his envy, will not drive us hence:  

Here we may reign secure, and in my choice  

To reign is worth ambition though in Hell:  

Better to reign in Hell, than serve in Heav‘n.‖ 

 

John Milton: PARADISE LOST Book I, 1, 1-191    

  

 

 

From AN EXEQUY ON HIS WIFE 
 

Sleep on (my Love!) in thy cold bed  

Never to be disquieted. 

My last Good-night! Thou wilt not wake  

Till I Thy Fate shall overtake: 

Till age, or grief, or sickness must  
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Marry my Body to that Dust 

It so much loves; and fill the roome  

My heart keepes empty in Thy Tomb.  

Stay for mee there: I will not faile 

To meet Thee in that hollow Vale.  

And think not much of my delay;  

I am already on the way, 

And follow Thee with all the speed  

Desire can make, or Sorrowes breed.  

Each Minute is a short Degree 

And e‘ry Howre a stepp towards Thee.  

At Night when I betake to rest, 

Next Morne I rise neerer my West 

Of Life, almost by eight Howres‘ sayle,  

Then when Sleep breath‘d his drowsy gale. 

Thus from the Sunne my Bottome steares,  

And my Daye‘s Compasse downward beares.  

Nor labour I to stemme the Tide,  

Through which to Thee I swiftly glide.  

‗Tis true; with shame and grief I yield  

Thou, like the Vann, first took‘st the Field  

And gotten hast the Victory  

In thus adventuring to Dy  

Before Mee; whose more yeeres might crave  

A just præcedence in the Grave. 

But hark! My Pulse, like a soft Drum  

Beates my Approach, Tells Thee I come;  

And, slowe howe‘re my Marches bee,  

I shall at last sitt downe by Thee.  

The thought of this bids mee goe on,  

And wait my dissolution  

With Hope and Comfort. Deare! (forgive  

The Crime) I am content to live  

Divided, with but, half a Heart,  

Till wee shall Meet and Never part. 

 

Henry King 
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Douglas Dunn: 
Four Poems from ELEGIES  
 

 

1) A Summer Night 
 

Dusk softens round the leaf and cools the West. 

Rhythmical fragrances, wind, grass and leaves, 

Fly in and out on scented cadences. 

I go into the bedroom of the world, 

Discovering the long night of my life. 

This telephone is electronic lies, 

Ringing with calls, with farewells of the dead 

Paid for on credit. Nocturnal postmen ring 

My doorbell; I refuse to let them in. 

My birch trees have their own two lives to lead 

Without our love, although we named them us. 

They play inside the aromatic wind 

That is their house for ever. Outside time, 

On the sensation of a memory 

I walk through the dark house, remembering. 

I meet the seasons on the stairs, breathing 

Their pulchritudes, their four degrees of heat, 

Four shades of day, shade on shade, shade on shade. 

I have gone through a year, in at one end, 

Out at the same way in. Same every year, 

But that year was different. I counted days 

As Francis counted sparrows, being kind to them. 

They were not kind to me. My floating life 

Borrows its fortitude from a cool silence 

Composed of green, from two trees, from the tingle 

That was the touch of us against the world. 

It left its lived heat everywhere we‘d been, 

A small white cry, one last wild, stubborn rose. 
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2) Listening 
 

From the unoiled wheels of a bicycle 

I heard a squeak become a human cry. 

In those silent lamentations 

When rose-petals fall, I heard 

My sorrows murdered by aesthetics. 

When laughter from a firelit barbecue 

Travelled with woodsmoke across the gardens, 

I saw an apple hold its skin against an apple - 

Two blushing faces kissing in the dark. 

In the orchard of listening fruit 

Woodsmoke and voices crowded the foliage, 

Rummaging for the sweet bite together. 

I felt I almost heard the secrets of a tree - 

The fruits falling, the birds fluttering, 

The music danced to under coloured lights. 

 

 

3) Sandra’s Mobile 
 

A constant artist, dedicated to 

Curves, shapes, the pleasant shades, the feel of colour, 

She did not care what shapes, what red, what blue, 

Scorning the dull to ridicule the duller 

With a disinterested, loyal eye. 

So Sandra brought her this and taped it up - 

Three seagulls from a white and indoor sky - 

A gift of old artistic comradeship. 

―Blow on them. Love.‖ Those silent birds winged round 

On thermals of my breath. On her last night, 

Trying to stay awake, I saw love crowned 

In tears and wooden birds and candlelight. 

She did not wake again. To prove our love 

Each gull, each gull, each gull, turned into dove. 
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4) The Kaleidoscope 
 

To climb these stairs again, bearing a tray, 

Might be to find you pillowed with your books, 

Your inventories listing gowns and frocks 

As if preparing for a holiday. 

Or, turning from the landing, I might find 

My presence watched through your kaleidoscope, 

A symmetry of husbands, each redesigned 

In lovely forms of foresight, prayer and hope. 

I climb these stairs a dozen times a day 

And, by that open door, wait, looking in 

At where you died. My hands become a tray 

Offering me, my flesh, my soul, my skin. 

Grief wrongs us so. I stand, and wait, and cry 

For the absurd forgiveness, not knowing why. 

 

Douglas Dunn (Scotland: published 1985) 

 

 

 

CORPOSANT  
 

A Ghost of a mouldy larder is one thing: whiskery bread,  

Green threads, jet dots, 

Milk scabbed, the bottles choked with wool,  

Shrouded cheese, ebony eggs, soft tomatoes  

Cascading through their splits,  

Whitewashed all around, a chalky smell, 

And these parts steam their breath. The other thing  

Is that to it comes the woman walking backwards 

With her empty lamp playing through the empty house,  

Her light sliding through her steaming breath in prayer. 

 

Why exorcise the harmless mouldy ghost  

With embodied clergymen and scalding texts?  

Because she rises shrieking from the bone-dry bath  

With bubbling wrists, a lamp and steaming breath,  

Stretching shadows in her rooms till daybreak  
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The rancid larder glimmering from her corpse  

Tall and wreathed like moulds or mists, 

Spoiling the market value of the house. 
 

Peter Redgrove (England: 1932- 2003) 

 

 

 

THE GREAT HOUSE 
 

However it came, this great house has gone down 

Unconquered into chaos (as you might see  

A famous ship warped to a rotting quay 

In miles of weeds and rubbish, once a town.)  

So the great house confronts the brutish air,  

And points its turrets towards the hidden sky,  

While in the dark the flags of honour fly 

Where faith and hope and bravery would not dare. 

 

Accident did not do this, nor mischance.  

But so must order to disorder come 

At their due time, and honour take its stance  

Deep in dishonour‘s ground. Chaos is new,  

And has no past or future. Praise the few  

Who built in chaos our bastion and our home. 

 

Edwin Muir (Scotland, 1887-1959): From One Foot in Eden 

 

 

 

I WAS READING  
A SCIENTIFIC ARTICLE 

 

They have photographed the brain  

and here is the picture, it is full of  

branches as I always suspected, 

 

each time you arrive the electricity  
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of seeing you is a huge  

tree lumbering through my skull, the roots waving.  

 

It is an earth, its fibres wrap  

things buried, your forgotten words  

are graved in my head, an intricate  

 

red blue and pink prehensile chemistry  

veined like a leaf  

network, or is it a seascape  

with corals and shining tentacles.  

 

I touch you, I am created in you  

somewhere as a complex  

filament of light 

You rest on me and my shoulder holds 

 

your heavy unbelievable 

skull, crowded with radiant  

suns, a new planet, the people  

submerged in you, a lost civilization  

I can never excavate: 

 

my hands trace the contours of a total  

universe, its different  

colours, flowers, its undiscovered  

animals, violent or serene  

 

its other air  

its claws 

 

its paradise rivers 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada: born Ottawa, 1939) 
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A CORRECT COMPASSION 
 

To Mr. Philip Allison, after watching him perform a mitral stenosis 

valvulotomy in the Central Infirmary at Leeds. 

 

Cleanly, sir, you went to the core of the matter.  

Using the purest kind of wit, a balance of belief and art,  

You with a curious nervous elegance laid bare 

The root of life, and put your finger on its beating heart.   

 

The glistening theatre swarms with eyes, and hands, and eyes. 

On green-clothed tables, ranks of instruments transmit a sterile gleam.  

The masks are on, and no unnecessary smile betrays 

A certain tension, true concomitant of calm.  

 

Here we communicate by looks, though words,  

Too, are used, as in continuous historic present  

You describe our observations and your deeds.  

All gesture is reduced to its result, an instrument.  

 

She who does not know she is a patient lies  

Within a tent of green, and sleeps without a sound  

Beneath the lamps, and the reflectors that devise  

Illuminations probing the profoundest wound. 

 

A calligraphic master, improvising, you invent  

The first incision, and no, poet‘s hesitation  

Before his snow-blank page mars your intent: 

The flowing stroke is drawn like an uncalculated inspiration.  

 

A garland of flowers unfurls across the painted flesh. 

With quick precision the arterial forceps click.  

Yellow threads are knotted with a simple flourish.  

Transfused, the blood preserves its rose, though it is sick.  

 

Meters record the blood, measure heart-beats, control the breath.  

Hieratic gesture: scalpel bares a creamy rib; with pincer knives  

The bone quietly is clipped, and lifted out. Beneath, 

The pink, black-mottled lung like a revolted creature heaves, 
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Collapses; as if by extra fingers is neatly held aside  

By two ordinary egg-beaters, kitchen tools that curve 

Like extraordinary hands. Heart, laid bare, silently beats. It can hide  

No longer yet is not revealed. -  ‗A local anaesthetic in the cardiac nerve.‘ 

 

Now, in the firm hands that quiver with a careful strength,  

Your knife feels through the heart's transparent skin; at first, 

Inside the pericardium, slit down half its length,  

The heart, black-veined, swells like a fruit about to burst,  

 

But goes on beating, love‘s poignant image bleeding at the dart  

Of a more grievous passion, as a bird, dreaming of flight, sleeps on   

Within its leafy cage. – ‗It generally upsets the heart  

A bit, though not unduly, when I make the first injection.‘ 

 

Still, still the patient sleeps, and still the speaking heart is dumb.  

The watchers breathe an air far sweeter, rarer than the room‘s.  

The cold walls listen. Each in his own blood hears the drum  

She hears, tented in green, unfathomable calms.  

 

‗I make a purse-string suture here, with a reserve  

Suture, which I must make first, and deeper,  

As a safeguard, should the other burst. In the cardiac nerve  

I inject again a local anaesthetic. Could we have fresh towels to cover  

 

All these adventitious ones. Now can you all see.  

When I put my finger inside the valve, there may be a lot  

Of blood, and it may come with quite a bang. But I let it flow,  

In case there are any clots, to give the heart a good clean-out.  

 

 Now can you give me every bit of light you‘ve got.‘  

We stand on the benches, peering over his shoulder.  

The lamp‘s intensest rays are concentrated on an inmost heart.  

Someone coughs. ‗If you have to cough, you will do it outside this   

theatre.‘ – ‗Yes, sir.‘ 

 

‗How‘s she breathing, Doug.? Do you feel quite happy?‘ –  

‗Yes, fairly Happy.‘ –‗Now. I am putting my finger in the opening of the 

valve.  
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I can only get the tip of my finger in. – It‘s gradually 

Giving way. - I‘m inside. - No clots. - I can feel the valve  

 

Breathing freely now around my finger, and the heart working.  

Not too much blood. It opened very nicely. 

I should say that anatomically speaking  

This is a perfect case. - Anatomically. 

 

For of course, anatomy is not physiology.‘ 

We find we breathe again, and hear the surgeon hum.  

Outside, in the street, a car starts up. The heart regularly  

Thunders. –‗I do not stitch up the pericardium. 

 

It is not necessary.‘ - For this is imagination‘s other place, 

Where only necessary things are done, with the supreme and grave  

Dexterity that ignores technique; with proper grace 

Informing a correct compassion, that performs its love, and makes it live. 
 

James Kirkup (England, born 1923)   

 

 

 

 

SPEECHES FOR  
DR FRANKENSTEIN 
 

i 

 

I, the performer 

in the tense arena, glittered 

under the fluorescent moon. Was bent  

masked by the table. Saw what focused  

my intent: the emptiness 

 

The air filled with an ether of cheers. 

 

My wrist extended a scalpel. 
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ii 

 

The table is a flat void, 

barren as total freedom. Though behold 

A sharp twist 

like taking a jar top off 

 

and it is a living  

skeleton, mine, round, 

that lies on the plate before me 

 

red as a pomegranate,  

every cell a hot light. 

 

iii 

 

I circle, confront 

my opponent. The thing  

refuses to be shaped, it moves  

like yeast. I thrust, 

 

the thing fights back. 

It dissolves, growls, grows crude claws;  

 

The air is dusty with blood. 

 

It springs. I cut 

with delicate precision.  

 

The specimens 

ranged on the shelves, applaud.  

 

The thing falls Thud. A cat  

anatomized. 

 

O secret 

form of the heart, now I have you. 

 

iv 
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Now I shall ornament you.  

What would you like? 

 

Baroque scrolls on your ankles?  

A silver navel? 

 

I am the universal weaver;  

I have eight fingers. 

 

I complicate you; 

I surround you with intricate ropes.  

 

What web shall I wrap you in?  

Gradually I pin you down. 

 

What equation shall 

I carve and seal in your skull? 

 

What size will I make you?  

Where should I put your eyes? 

 

v 

 

I was insane with skill:  

I made you perfect. 

 

I should have chosen instead  

to curl you small as a seed,  

 

trusted beginnings. Now I wince  

before this plateful of results:  

 

core and rind, the flesh between  

already turning rotten. 

 

I stand in the presence  

of the destroyed god: 

 

a rubble of tendons,  

knuckles and raw sinews. 
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 Knowing that the work is mine  

 how can I love you?  

 

 These archives of potential  

 time exude fear like a smell.  

 

vi 

 

 You arise, larval  

 and shrouded in the flesh I gave you;  

 

 I, who have no covering  

left but a white cloth skin  

 

escape from you. You are red,  

 you are human and distorted.  

 

 You have been starved  

you are hungry. I have nothing to feed you. 

 

I pull around me, running,  

a cape of rain. 

 

What was my ravenous motive?  

Why did I make you?  

 

vii  

 

Reflection, you have stolen  

everything you needed:  

 

my joy, my ability  

to suffer. 

 

You have transmuted  

yourself to me: I am  

a vestige, I am numb. 

 

Now you accuse me of murder.  
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Can‘t you see 

I am incapable?  

 

Blood of my brain, 

it is you who have killed these people. 

 

viii 

 

Since I dared 

to attempt impious wonders 

 

I must pursue 

that animal I once denied  

was mine. 

 

Over this vacant winter  

plain, the sky is a black shell;  

I move within it, a cold  

kernel of pain. 

 

I scratch huge rescue messages  

on the solid 

snow; in vain. My heart‘s 

husk is a stomach: I am its food. 

 

ix 

 

The sparkling monster  

gambols there ahead,  

his mane electric:  

This is his true place. 

 

He dances in spirals on the ice, 

his clawed feet  

kindling shaggy fires.  

 

His happiness  

is now the chase itself:  

he traces it in light,  
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his paths contain it.  

 

I am the gaunt hunter  

necessary for his patterns,  

lurking, gnawing leather.  

 

x 

 

The creature, his arctic hackles  

bristling, spreads  

over the dark ceiling,  

his paws on the horizons,  

rolling the world like a snowball.  

 

He glows and says: 

 

Doctor, my shadow  

shivering on the table,  

you dangle on the leash  

of your own longing;  

your need grows teeth. 

 

You sliced me loose 

 

and said it was  

Creation. I could feel the knife.  

Now you would like to heal  

that chasm in your side,  

but I recede. I prowl. 

 

I will not come when you call. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada: born Ottawa, 1939) 
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I, IN MY INTRICATE IMAGE 
 

I 

 

I, in my intricate image, stride on two levels,  

Forged in man‘s minerals, the brassy orator  

Laying my ghost in metal, 

The scales of this twin world tread on the double, 

My half ghost in armour hold hard in death‘s corridor,  

To my man-iron sidle. 

  

Beginning with doom in the bulb, the spring unravels,  

Bright as her spinning-wheels, the colic season,  

Worked on a world of petals;  

She threads off the sap and needles, blood and bubble  

Casts to the pine roots, raising man like a mountain  

Out of the naked entrail.   

 

Beginning with doom in the ghost, and the springing marvels,   

Image of images, my metal phantom  

Forcing forth through the harebell,  

My man of leaves and the bronze root, mortal, unmortal,  

 I, in my fusion of rose and male motion,  

Create this twin miracle. 

 

 This is the fortune of manhood: the natural peril,  

A steeplejack tower, bonerailed and masterless,  

No death more natural;  

Thus the shadowless man or ox, and the pictured devil,  

In seizure of silence commit the dead nuisance:  

The natural parallel.  

 

My images stalk the trees and the slant sap‘s tunnel,  

No tread more perilous, the green steps and spire  

Mount on man‘s footfall,  

I with the wooden insect in the tree of nettles,  

In the glass bed of grapes with snail and flower,  

Hearing the weather fall.  
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Intricate manhood of ending, the invalid rivals,  

Voyaging clockwise off the symboled harbour,  

Finding the water final, 

On the consumptives‘ terrace taking their two farewells,  

Sail on the level, the departing adventure,  

To the sea-blown arrival. 

 

II  

 

They climb the country pinnacle, 

Twelve winds encounter by the white host at pasture,  

Corner the mounted meadows in the hill corral; 

They see the squirrel stumble, 

The haring snail go giddily round the flower, 

A quarrel of weathers and trees in the windy spiral.  

 

As they dive, the dust settles, 

The cadaverous gravels, falls thick and steadily, 

The highroad of water where the seabear and mackerel  

Turn the long sea arterial 

Turning a petrol face blind to the enemy 

Turning the riderless dead by the channel wall.  

 

(Death instrumental, 

Splitting the long eye open, and the spiral turnkey,  

Your corkscrew grave centred in navel and nipple,  

The neck of the nostril 

Under the mask and the ether, they making bloody  

The tray of knives, the antiseptic funeral; 

  

Bring out the black patrol,    

our monstrous officers and the decaying army,   

The sexton sentinel, garrisoned under thistles,  

A cock-on-a-dunghill  

Crowing to Lazarus the morning is vanity;  

Dust be your saviour under the conjured soil.)   
 

As they drown, the chime travels, 

Sweetly the diver‘s bell in the steeple of spindrift  

Rings out the Dead Sea scale; 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 150 

And, clapped in water till the triton dangles, 

Strung by the flaxen whale-weed, from the hangman‘s raft,  

Hear they the salt glass breakers and the tongues of burial. 

 

(Turn the sea-spindle lateral, 

The grooved land rotating, that the stylus of lightning  

Dazzle this face of voices on the moon-turned table, 

Let the wax disk babble  

Shames and the damp dishonours, the relic scraping. 

These are your years‘ recorders. The circular world stands still.) 

 

III 

 

They suffer the undead water where the turtle nibbles,  

Come unto sea-stuck towers, at the fibre scaling,  

The flight of the carnal skull  

And the cell-stepped thimble;  

Suffer, my topsy-turvies, that a double angel  

Sprout from the stony lockers like a tree on Aran.  

 

Be by your one ghost pierced, his pointed ferrule,  

Brass and the bodiless image, on a stick of folly  

Star-set at Jacob‘s angle,      

Smoke hill and hophead‘s valley,  

And the five-fathomed Hamlet on his father‘s coral,   

Thrusting the tom-thumb vision up the iron mile. 

 

Suffer the slash of vision by the fin-green stubble,   

Be by the ships‘ sea broken at the manstring anchored  

The stoved bones‘ voyage downward  

In the shipwreck of muscle;  

Give over, lovers, locking, and the seawax struggle,  

Love like a mist or fire through the bed of eels. 

 

And in the pincers of the boiling circle, 

The sea and instrument, nicked in the locks of time,  

My great blood‘s iron single 

In the pouring town, 

I, in a wind on fire, from green Adam‘s cradle, 

No man more magical, clawed out the crocodile.  
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Man was the scales, the death birds on enamel, 

Tail, Nile, and snout, a saddler of the rushes,  

Time in the hourless houses 

Shaking the sea-hatched skull, 

And, as for oils and ointments on the flying grail,  

All-hollowed man wept for his white apparel. 

 

Man was Cadaver‘s masker, the harnessing mantle,  

Windily master of man was the rotten fathom,  

My ghost in his metal neptune 

Forged in man‘s mineral. 

This was the god of beginning in the intricate seawhirl,  

And my images roared and rose on heaven‘s hill. 

 

Dylan Thomas (Wales, 1914-1953) 

 

 

 

CELL 
 

Now look objectively.  You have to  

admit the cancer cell is beautiful.  

If it were a flower, you‘d say, How pretty,  

with its mauve centre and pink petals  

 

or if a cover for a pulpy thirties  

sci-fi magazine, How striking;  

as an alien, a success,  

all purple eye and jelly tentacles  

and spines, or are they gills,  

creeping around on granular Martian  

dirt red as the inside of the body,  

 

while its tender walls  

expand and burst, its spores  

scatter elsewhere, take root, like money,  

drifting like a fiction or  

miasma in and out of people‘s  
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brains, digging themselves  

industriously in. The lab technician  

 

says, It has forgotten  

how to die. But why remember? All it wants is more  

amnesia. More life, and more abundantly To take  

more. To eat more. To replicate itself. To keep on  

doing those things forever. Such desires   

are not unknown. Look in the mirror. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 

 

 

 

SPLIT THE LARK 

 

Split the Lark - and you‘ll find the Music -  

Bulb after Bulb, in Silver rolled -  

Scantily dealt to the Summer morning 

Saved for your Ear when Lutes be old. 

 

Loose the Flood - you shall find it patient -  

Gush after Gush reserved for you -  

Scarlet Experiment! Sceptic Thomas! 

Now, do you doubt that your bird was true? 

 

  Emily Dickinson 
 

 

 

MAN IN A GLACIER 
 

Now see: they‘ve found a man in a glacier, 

two thousand years old, or three, 

with everything intact: shoes, teeth, and arrows,  

closed eyes, fur hat, the charm he wore to protect him  

from death by snow They think he must have been 

a messenger, done in by bad weather,  
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and still fresh as a mastodon. Then there‘s 

 

the box of slides in the cellar 

my brother found, the kind we used to  

tape between glass. As it turns out 

the wrong thing for mildew 

Some cleaning, scraping away those little  

flowers of crystallizing earth, and then 

a wand of light, and here‘s my father,  

alive or else preserved, younger than all  

of us now dark-haired and skinny, 

in baggy trousers, woollen legs tucked into  

those lace-up boots of our ancestors, 

by a lake, feeding a picnic fire 

in the clear blue-tinged air of either  

a northern summer or else a film of  

ageing gelatin spread thinly 

with fading colours, 

the reds pushing towards pink, the greens greying, 

 

but there. There still. This was all we got,  

this echo, this freeze-framed 

simulacrum or slight imprint, 

in answer to our prayers for everlastingness, 

 

the first time we discovered 

we could not stop, or live backwards;  

when we opened  

our eyes, found we were rocked 

with neither love nor malice in the ruthless 

icy arms of Chemistry and Physics, our  

bad godmothers. It was they  

who were present at our birth, who laid  

the curse on us: You will not sleep, forever. 
 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 
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SONG  
 

Stranger, you who hide my love 

In the curved cheek of a smile  

And sleep with her upon a tongue  

Of soft lies which beguile, 

Your paradisal ecstasy  

Is justified is justified 

By hunger of all beasts beneath  

The overhanging cloud, 

Who, to snatch quick pleasure run,  

Before their momentary sun 

Be eclipsed by death. 

 

Lightly, lightly from my sleep 

She stole, our vows of dew to break,  

Upon a day of melting rain 

Another love to take; 

Her happy, happy perfidy  

Was justified was justified  

Since compulsive needs of sense 

Clamour to be satisfied 

And she was never one to miss  

The plausible happiness 

Of a new experience. 

 

I, who stand beneath a bitter  

Blasted tree, with the green life 

Of summer joy cut from my side  

By that self-justifying knife, 

In my exiled misery  

Were justified were justified  

If upon two lives I preyed 

Or punished with my suicide,  

Or murdered pity in my heart  

Or two other lives did part 

To make the world pay what I paid. 

 

Oh, supposing that I climb 
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Alone to a high room of clouds  

Up a ladder of the time 

And lie upon a bed alone 

And tear a feather from a wing  

And listen to the world below 

And write round my high paper walls  

Anything and everything 

Which I know and do not know! 

 

Stephen Spender (England, 1909-1995) 
 

 

 

NO SECOND TROY 
 

Why should I blame her that she filled my days  

With misery, or that she would of late  

Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways,  

Or hurled the little streets upon the great, 

Had they but courage equal to desire?  

What could have made her peaceful with a mind  

That nobleness made simple as a fire,  

With beauty like a lightened bow, a kind  

That is not natural in an age like this,  

Being high and solitary and most stern?  

Why, what could she have done, being what she is?  

Was there another Troy for her to burn? 
 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 

 

 

AN ELEGY  
(R.R., 1916 – 41)  
 

Friend, whose unnatural early death  

In this year‘s cold, chaotic Spring 

Is like a clumsy wound that will not heal:  

What can I say to you, now that your ears  

Are stoppered-up with distant soil?  
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Perhaps to speak at all is false; more true  

Simply to sit at times alone and dumb  

And with most pure intensity of thought  

And concentrated inmost feeling, reach 

Towards your shadow on the years‘ crumbling wall. 

 

I'll say not any word in praise or blame 

Of what you ended with the mere turn of a tap;  

Nor to explain, deplore nor yet exploit 

The latent pathos of your living years - 

Hurried, confused and unfulfilled - 

That were the shiftless years of both our youths  

Spent in the monstrous mountain-shadow of  

Catastrophe that chilled you to the bone: 

The certain imminence of which always pursued  

You from your heritage of fields and sun… 

I see your face in hostile sunlight, eyes 

Wrinkled against its glare, behind the glass  

Of a car‘s windscreen, while you seek to lose  

Yourself in swift devouring of white roads  

Unwinding across Europe or America; 

Taciturn at the wheel, wrapped in a blaze 

Of restlessness that no fresh scent can quench;  

In cities of brief sojourn that you pass  

Through in your quest for respite, heavy drink  

Alone enabling you to bear each hotel night. 

 

Sex, Art and Politics: those poor  

Expedients! You tried them each in turn 

With the wry inward smile of one resigned  

To join in every complicated game  

Adults affect to play. Yet girls you found  

So prone to sentiment‘s corruptions; and the joy  

Of sensual satisfaction seemed so brief, and left 

Only new need. It proved hard to remain 

Convinced of the Word‘s efficacy; or even quite  

Certain of World-Salvation through ‗the Party Line‘... 

  

Cased in the careful armour that you wore  

Of wit and nonchalance, through which 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 157 

Few quizzed the concealed countenance of fear,  

You waited daily for the sky to fall;  

 At moments wholly panic-stricken by  

A sense of stifling in your brittle shell;   

 

Seeing the world‘s damnation week by week  

Grow more and more inevitable; till  

The conflagration broke out with a roar,  

And from those flames you fled through whirling smoke,   

To end at last in bankrupt exile in  

That sordid city, scene of Ulysses; and there,  

While War sowed all the lands with violent graves,  

You finally succumbed to a black, wild  

Incomprehensibility of fate that none could share...  

Yet even in your obscure death I see  

The secret candour of that lonely child  

Who, lost in the storm-shaken castle-park  

Astride his crippled mastiff‘s back was borne  

Slowly away into the utmost dark. 

 

David Gascoyne (England, born 1916) 

 

 

 

THE HOLLOW MEN  
 

A penny for the Old Guy  

 

I  

 

We are the hollow men  

We are the stuffed men  

Leaning together  

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas!  

Our dried voices, when  

We whisper together  

Are quiet and meaningless  

As wind in dry grass  

Or rats‘ feet over broken glass  
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In our dry cellar  

 

Shape without form, shade without colour,  

Paralysed force, gesture without motion; 

 

Those who have crossed 

With direct eyes, to death‘s other Kingdom 

Remember us - if at all - not as lost 

Violent souls, but only 

As the hollow men 

The stuffed men. 

 

II 

 

Eyes I dare not meet in dreams  

In death‘s dream kingdom 

These do not appear:  

There, the eyes are 

Sunlight on a broken column  

There, is a tree swinging 

And voices are 

In the wind‘s singing 

More distant and more solemn  

Than a fading star. 

 

Let me be no nearer  

In death‘s dream kingdom 

Let me also wear 

Such deliberate disguises 

Rat‘s coat, crowskin; crossed staves  

In a field 

Behaving as the wind behaves  

No nearer –  

 

Not that final meeting  

In the twilight kingdom  
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III 

 

This is the dead land   

This is cactus land 

Here the stone images 

Are raised, here they receive 

The supplication of a dead man‘s hand  

Under the twinkle of a fading star. 

 

Is it like this 

In death‘s other kingdom  

Waking alone 

At the hour when we are  

Trembling with tenderness 

Lips that would kiss 

Form prayers to broken stone. 

 

IV 

 

The eyes are not here  

There are no eyes here 

In this valley of dying stars  

In this hollow valley 

This broken jaw of our lost kingdoms 

 

In this last of meeting places  

We grope together 

And avoid speech 

Gathered on this beach of the tumid river 

 

Sightless, unless  

The eyes reappear  

As the perpetual star  

Multifoliate rose 

Of death‘s twilight kingdom  

The hope only 

Of empty men. 

 

V 
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Here we go round the prickly pear  

Prickly pear prickly pear 

Here we go round the prickly pear  

At five o‟clock in the morning. 

 

 

Between the idea  

And the reality  

Between the motion  

And the act 

Falls the Shadow 

For Thine is the Kingdom 

 

 

Between the conception  

And the creation 

Between the emotion  

And the response  

Falls the Shadow 

Life is very long 

 

Between the desire  

And the spasm  

Between the potency  

And the existence  

Between the essence  

And the descent 

Falls the Shadow 

For Thine is the Kingdom 

 

For Thine is  

Life is 

For Thine is the 

 

This is the way the world ends  

This is the way the world ends  

This is the way the world ends  

Not with a bang but a whimper. 

 

Thomas Sterns Eliot (USA/UK, 1888-1965) 
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THE CONVERGENCE OF THE TWAIN 
 

(Lines on the loss of the ‘Titanic’) 

 

In the solitude of the sea 

Deep from human vanity 

And the Pride of Life that planned her, stilly crouches she. 
 

Steel chambers, late the pyres  

Of her salamandrine fires, 

Cold currents thrid, and turn to rhythmic tidal lyres.  

 

Over the mirrors meant  

To glass the opulent 

The sea-worm crawls - grotesque, slimed, dumb, indifferent. 

 

Jewels in joy designed 

To ravish the sensuous mind 

Lie lightless, all their sparkles bleared and black and blind. 

 

Dim moon-eyed fishes near  

Gaze at the gilded gear 

And query: ‗What does this vaingloriousness down here?‘… 

 

Well: while was fashioning 

This creature of cleaving wing, 

The Immanent Will that stirs and urges everything 

 

Prepared a sinister mate 

For her - so gaily great 

A Shape of Ice, for the time far and dissociate. 

 

And as the smart ship grew 

In stature, grace, and hue, 

In shadowy silent distance grew the Iceberg too. 

 

Alien they seemed to be:  

No mortal eye could see  

The intimate welding of their later history,  
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Or sign that they were bent  

By paths coincident  

On being anon twin halves of one august event,  

 

Till the spinner of the Years  

Said ‗Now!‘ And each one hears 

And consummation comes, and jars two hemispheres. 

 

Thomas Hardy (England, 1848-1928) 

 

 

 

THE DEATH OF ADAM 
 

I saw it coming.   

The cold.   

It must have been coming on a long time.   

Ever since I‘d known him. 

 

Not surprising, really,  

With him come up from the dust  

And me from the bone.   

Still, it was odd,  

Watching it actually happen.   

Everything sags: did you know?  

I didn‘t know. 

 

Teeth fall out, and then the face falls in.   

Skin  

Withers and wrinkles ands shrivels like an apple  

(Yes, like an apple)  

And the top of the skull  

(Where the hair and the brains keep complicated house together)  

Becomes 

Plain, smooth, simple,  

Unoccupied by anything.   

 

And he couldn‘t walk at all, nor talk at all  

(We had to stop arguing about whose fault it was)  
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And the sun made his eyes hurt  

And he had to leave the world that belonged to him.   

And the animals he‘d given a name to  

And the wife that was part of him,  

To become a kind of collapse,  

A remnant, something remembered,  

Not all there any more.   

 

He was always first at everything  

And now  

The first man ever to be dead.   

Perhaps, as gardeners,  

We should have learned from the leaves  

What it means to be deciduous.   

 

Will it always be just like this  

For the rest of us? 

Or must I look forward 

To a separate, feminine, suitable  

Method of disappearance?   

Middle-aged, but still naked  

To man-stare and God-stare  

Covering myself up with my hands and my long grey hair,  

Breasts falling like apples  

And the small pool of darkness  

Inside me 

 Gone dry? 

 

Elma Mitchell (England: born 1919) 

 

 

 

I LOOK INTO MY GLASS  
 

I look into my glass, 

And view my wasting skin, 

And say, ‗Would God it came to pass  

My heart had shrunk as thin!‘ 
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For then, I, undistrest 

By hearts grown cold to me,  

Could lonely wait my endless rest  

With equanimity. 

 

But Time, to make me grieve,  

Part steals, lets part abide; 

And shakes this fragile frame at eve  

With throbbings of noontide. 

 

Thomas Hardy (England, 1848-1928) 

 

 

 

 

REMBRANDT’S LATE  
SELF-PORTRAITS 
 

You are confronted with yourself. Each year  

The pouches fill, the skin is uglier. 

You give it all unflinchingly. You stare  

Into yourself, beyond. Your brush‘s care  

Runs with self-knowledge. Here 

 

Is a humility at one with craft.  

There is no arrogance. Pride is apart 

From this self-scrutiny. You make light drift 

The way you want. Your face is bruised and hurt  

But there is still love left. 

 

Love of the art and others. To the last  

Experiment went on. You stared beyond 

Your age, the times. You also plucked the past  

And tempered it. Self-portraits understand,  

And old age can divest, 

With truthful changes, us of fear of death.  

Look, a new anguish. There, the bloated nose, 

The sadness and the joy. To paint‘s to breathe 
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And all the darknesses are dared. You chose  

What each must reckon with. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 

 

 

 

WISH: METAMORPHOSIS  
TO HERALDIC EMBLEM  
 

I balance myself carefully  

inside my shrinking body  

which is nevertheless  

deceptive as a cat‘s fur  

 

when I am dipped in the earth  

I will be much smaller.   

 

On my skin the wrinkles branch  

out, overlapping like hair or feathers.  

 

In this parlour my grandchildren  

uneasy on Sunday chairs  

with my deafness, my cameo brooch  

my puckered mind scurrying in its old burrows  

 

little guess how  

maybe  

I will prowl and slink  

in crystal darkness  

among the stalactite roots, with new  

formed plumage  

uncorroded  

gold and  

Fiery green, my fingers  

curving and scaled, my  

 

opal  
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no  

 eyes glowing 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 

 

 

 

SAILING TO BYZANTIUM 
 

I  

 

That is no country for old men. The young  

In one another‘s arms, birds in the trees, 

-Those dying generations-at their song,  

The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas, 

Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long 

Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.  

Caught in that sensual music all neglect  

Monuments of unageing intellect. 

 

II 

 

An aged man is but a paltry thing, 

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless 

Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing  

For every tatter in its mortal dress, 

Nor is there singing school but studying  

Monuments of its own magnificence; 

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come  

To the holy city of Byzantium. 

  

III 

 

O sages standing in God‘s holy fire  

As in the gold mosaic of a wall, 

Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,  

And be the singing-masters of my soul.  

Consume my heart away; sick with desire  

And fastened to a dying animal 
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It knows not what it is; and gather me  

Into the artifice of eternity. 

 

IV 

 

Once out of nature I shall never take  

My bodily form from any natural thing, 

But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make  

Of hammered gold and gold enamelling 

To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;  

Or set upon a golden bough to sing  

To lords and ladies of Byzantium 

Of what is past, or passing, or to come. 

 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 

 

 

 

THE LOCKET 
 

Sleeping and waking in the Song of Songs  

You were half-blissful. But on occasion  

Casually as a yawn, you‘d open  

Your death and contemplate it.  

 

Your death  

Was so utterly within your power  

It was as if you had trapped it. Maybe by somehow  

Giving it some part of you, for its food.  

Now it was your curio pet,  

Your familiar. But who else would have nursed it  

In a locket between her breasts! 

 

Smiling, you‘d hold it up.  

You‘d swing it on its chain, to tease life.  

It lent you uncanny power. A secret, blueish,  

Demonic flash  

When you smiled and gently bit the locket.  
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I have read how a fiery cross  

Can grow and brighten in the dreams of a spinster.  

But a crooked key turned in your locket.  

It had sealed your door in Berlin  

With the brand of the burnt. You knew exactly 

How your death looked. It was a long-cold oven  

Locked with a swastika. 

 

The locket kept splitting open. 

I would close it. You would smile. 

Its lips kept coming apart - just a slit.  

The clasp seemed to be faulty. 

Who could have guessed what it was trying to say?  

Your beauty a folktale wager, 

Was a quarter century posthumous. 

 

While I juggled our futures, it kept up its whisper  

To my deafened ear: fait accompli. 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930 -1998): Uncollected Poems 

 

 

 

 

ANTHEM FOR DOOMED YOUTH 
 

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?  

Only the monstrous anger of the guns. 

Only the stuttering rifles‘ rapid rattle  

Can patter out their hasty orisons. 

No mockeries for them from prayers or bells,  

Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs, -  

The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;  

And bugles calling for them from sad shires. 

 

What candles may be held to speed them all?  

Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes 

Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes.  

The pallor of girls‘ brows shall be their pall;  
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Their flowers the tenderness of silent minds, 

And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds. 

 

Wilfred Owen (England, 1893-1918) 

 

 

 

THE FURIES 

  

 War is the mistress of enormity 

 Mother of mischief, monster of deformity; 

 Laws, manner, arts she breaks, she mars, she chases, 

 Blood, tears, bowers, towers, she spills, smites, burns and 

 razes. Her 

 brazen teeth shake all the earth asunder: 

 Her mouth a firebrand, and her voice a thunder, 

 Her looks are lightning, every glance a flash, 

 Her fingers guns that all to powder smash; 

 Fear and despair, flight and disorder, post 

 With hasty march before her murderous host. 

 As burning, waste, rape, wrong, impiety 

 Rage, ruin, discord, horror, cruelty, 

 Sack, sacrilege, impunity and pride are still stern consorts 

 by her 

 barbarous side; 

 And poverty, sorrow and desolation 

 Follow her armies‘ blood transmigration. 

 

   Joshua Sylvester, born 1598 
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DEFENCE 
 

She arrived late, with this motto:  

‗Time used in reconnaissance 

Is not time lost.‘ Useful hint  

On how efficient our defences 

Would be. Sent from the Home Office  

On ‗Work of some importance‘. 

And ‗The first thing‘ she said 

‗Is that there will be four minutes  

Of preparation before 

The thing is dropped. You should  

Instruct persons to stand 

In the centre of what room  

They like - for the blast, 

Unlike the bombs of the previous war,  

Will draw the walls out. 

There will be no crushing  

Of flesh. Instead 

On all sides walls will reveal 

The citizen unharmed.‘ Here a question,  

But ‗No‘ she said ‗we have 

From our Intelligence  

Absolute assurance 

Our capital is not targeted.‘  

Total warfare, by arrangement.  

And she was sure, when pressed.  

‗But there will be devastation 

As we now suspect, in radius  

Of forty-four miles. 

The water will be infected; 

The light from the thing, astonishing; 

Which though surprised by, we should  

Not look at; but shelter 

Behind some object ―to reduce  

Damage to the tissue‖ 

From radiation; or shelter  

Under brown paper; 

Or, if you can,  
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Sheets soaked in urine.‘ 

 

So women who crochet, stop that;  

Men labouring whose issue is 

The two-handed house, set that aside.  

Girls big and delicate 

With child, turn on your side;  

You will melt. The ravelling spider  

And the scorpion whose prongs itch  

Will fuse in a viscoid 

Tar, black as a huge fly.  

The whole of nature 

Is a preying upon. 

Let man, whose mind is large,  

Legislate for 

All passionate things, 

All sensate things: the sensuous  

Grass, whose speech is all 

In its sharp, bending blade.  

Leave not a leaf, a stone  

That rested on the dead 

To its own dissolution.  

 

She left then, 

As if she were with her feet  

Turning an enormous, 

If man-made, pearl 

As means of locomotion.  

 

Jon Silkin (England, born 1930)  
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ON THE BEACH AT CAMBRIDGE 
 
The poet writes: A TV documentary. A bureaucrat was being interviewed about his 

work: ―Well, I‘m in charge of files on personnel. I keep the files up to date.‖ Interviewer: 

―And what happens to your job in case of a nuclear alert?‖ Bureaucrat: ―I have an 

entirely similar set of files in a Government office in an underground bunker. I go down 

there and continue to maintain my files.‖ Interviewer: ―You‘re married, aren‘t you?‖ 

Bureaucrat: ―Yes, we‘ve got two children, boy and a girl.‖ Interviewer: ―And what 

happens to your wife and children in case - ‖ Bureaucrat: ― - Yes, well unfortunately 

there isn‘t room for them in the bunker. But we talked it over. We agreed somebody had 

to carry on...‖ 

Listening to him, I felt there was something lacking. I couldn‘t give him an 

imagination, or a soul. But I could try to give him a poem. 

At the time, early 1981, 1 was living in Cambridge on a Judith E. Wilson Fellowship, 

normally awarded to the least academic writer in the known universe. An anti-bomb 

demo was coming up at the local bunker in Brooklands Avenue. So that‘s where I set the 

poem. 

I began writing with some bitterness towards the bureaucrat. By the time I 

finished rewriting the sixth draft, I felt some love for him. So the poem helped me, 

anyway. 

 

I am assistant to the Regional Commissioner 

At Block E, Brooklands Avenue, 

Communications Centre for Region 4, 

Which used to be East Anglia. 

 

I published several poems as a young man 

But later found I could not meet my own high standards 

So tore up all my poems and stopped writing. 

(I stopped painting at eight and singing at five.) 

I was seconded to Block E 

From the Ministry for the Environment. 

 

Since there are no established poets available 

I have come out here in my MPC 

(Maximum Protective Clothing), 

To dictate some sort of poem or word-picture 

Into a miniature cassette recorder. 

 

When I first stepped out of Block E on to this beach 

I could not record any words at all, 

So I chewed two of the orange-flavoured pills 
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They give us for morale, switched on my Sony 

And recorded this: 

 

I am standing on the beach at Cambridge. 

I can see a group in their MPC 

Pushing Hoover-like and Ewbank-like machines 

Through masses of black ashes. 

The taller men are soldiers or police, 

The others, scientific supervisors. 

This group moves slowly across what seems 

Like an endless car park with no cars at all. 

 

I think that, in one moment, 

All the books in Cambridge 

Leapt off their shelves, 

Spread their wings 

And became white flames 

And then black ash. 

And I am standing on the beach at Cambridge. 

 

You‘re a poet, said the Regional Commissioner, 

Go out and describe that lot. 

 

The University Library - a little hill of brick-dust. 

King‘s College Chapel - a dune of stone-dust. 

The sea is coming closer and closer. 

 

The clouds are edged with green, 

Sagging low under some terrible weight. 

They move more rapidly than usual. 

 

Some younger women with important jobs 

Were admitted to Block E 

 

But my wife was a teacher in her forties. 

We talked it over 

When the nature of the crisis became apparent. 

We agreed somebody had to carry on. 

That day I kissed her goodbye as I did every day 

At the door of our house in Chesterton Road. 
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I kissed my son and my daughter goodbye. 

I drove to Block E beside Hobson's Brook. 

I felt like a piece of paper 

Being torn in half. 

 

And I am standing on the beach at Cambridge. 

Some of the men in their MPC 

Are sitting on the ground in the black ashes. 

One is holding his head in both his hands. 

 

I was forty-two three weeks ago. 

My children painted me 

Bright-coloured cards with poems for my birthday. 

I stuck them with Blu-Tack on the kitchen door. 

I can remember the colours. 

 

But in one moment all the children in Cambridge 

Spread their wings 

And became white flames 

And then black ash. 

 

And the children of America, I suppose. 

And the children of Russia, I suppose. 

 

And I am standing on the beach at Cambridge 

And I am watching the broad black ocean tide 

Bearing on its shoulders its burden of black ashes. 

 

And I am listening to the last words of the sea 

As it beats its head against the dying land. 

Adrian Mitchell (England, born 1932).   

 

 

 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 
 
The poet writes: Probably my most notorious poem, often known as Tell Me Lies About 

Vietnam, this was inspired by hearing Bernard Levin, on a TV show, explaining why 

British troops should be sent to Vietnam to support our American allies. At the time, 

early 1965, this seemed a very real possibility. 
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I think I first read it at an anti-war rally. My old friend Peter O‘Toole read it, with 

a golden trumpet for a voice, in Trafalgar Square, after working on it for hours and hours. 

I performed it at the famous 1965 poetry reading when 7000 freaks packed the Albert 

Hall. The response was enormous. 

It was not and never has been a poem about the Vietnam war. I‘ve never been to 

Vietnam. It was a poem about sitting comfortably in a safe country and sometimes 

wishing that the news of the murderous world would stop. About the times when we wish 

to be cut off from the truth. But a poem about the necessity for the truth. 

It has been parodied and attacked in verse. It was set to music by Richard Peaslee 

and used as a recurring theme in Peter Brook‘s US and his movie Tell Me Lies. I asked 

Spike Milligan if I could perform it on his TV show because I wanted to do it on TV and 

couldn‘t think of anyone else who‘d let me. 

Spike‘s producer said I could only do it if I took a custard pie in the face at the 

end, like everyone else in the show. I‘ve always loved custard pies, so that was great. I 

was allowed to perform it on BBC Radio‘s Books, Plays and Poems programme - but 

only after some nameless suitocrat had insisted that it be checked with the Foreign 

Office. The F.O. chap said it was OK to broadcast, in fact he thought it was a pretty good 

poem. A real gent. 

 

I was run over by the truth one day. 

Ever since the accident I‘ve walked this way 

So stick my legs in plaster 

Tell me lies about Vietnam. 

 

Heard the alarm clock screaming with pain, 

Couldn‘t find myself so I went back to sleep again 

So fill my ears with silver 

Stick my legs in plaster 

Tell me lies about Vietnam. 

 

Every time I shut my eyes all I see is flames. 

Made a marble phone book and I carved all the names 

So coat my eyes with butter 

Fill my ears with silver 

Stick my legs in plaster 

Tell me lies about Vietnam. 

 

I smell something burning, hope it‘s just my brains. 

They‘re only dropping peppermints and daisy-chains 

So stuff my nose with garlic 

Coat my eyes with butter 

Fill my ears with silver 
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Stick my legs in plaster 

Tell me lies about Vietnam. 

 

Where were you at the time of the crime? 

Down by the Cenotaph drinking slime 

So chain my tongue with whisky 

Stuff my nose with garlic 

Coat my eyes with butter 

Fill my ears with silver 

Stick my legs in plaster 

Tell me lies about Vietnam. 

 

You put your bombers in, you put your conscience out, 

You take the human being and you twist it all about 

So scrub my skin with women 

Chain my tongue with whisky 

Stuff my nose with garlic 

Coat my eyes with butter 

Fill my ears with silver 

Stick my legs in plaster 

Tell me lies about Vietnam. 

 

Adrian Mitchell (England, born 1932) 

 

 

 

SEPTEMBER 1, 1939 
 

I sit in one of the dives 

On Fifty-Second Street 

Uncertain and afraid 

As the clever hopes expire 

Of a low dishonest decade: 

Waves of anger and fear 

Circulate over the bright 

And darkened lands of the earth, 

Obsessing our private lives; 

The unmentionable odour of death 

Offends the September night. 
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Accurate scholarship can 

Unearth the whole offence 

From Luther until now 

That has driven a culture mad, 

Find what occurred at Linz, 

What huge imago made 

A psychopathic god: 

I and the public know 

What all schoolchildren learn, 

Those to whom evil is done 

Do evil in return. 

 

Exiled Thucydides knew 

All that a speech can say 

About Democracy, 

And what dictators do, 

The elderly rubbish they talk 

To an apathetic grave; 

Analysed all in his book, 

The enlightenment driven away, 

The habit-forming pain 

Mismanagement and grief: 

We must suffer them all again. 

 

Into this neutral air 

Where blind skyscrapers use 

Their full height to proclaim 

The strength of Collective Man, 

Each language pours its vain 

Competitive excuse: 

But who can live for long 

In an euphoric dream; 

Out of the mirror they stare, 

Imperialism‘s face 

And the international wrong. 

Faces along the bar 

Cling to their average day: 

The lights must never go out, 

The music must always play, 

All the conventions conspire 
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To make this fort assume 

The furniture of home; 

Lest we should see where we are, 

Lost in a haunted wood, 

Children afraid of the night 

Who have never been happy or good. 

 

The windiest militant trash 

Important Persons shout 

Is not so crude as our wish: 

What mad Nijinsky wrote 

About Diaghilev 

Is true of the normal heart; 

For the error bred in the bone 

Of each woman and each man 

Craves what it cannot have, 

Not universal love 

But to be loved alone. 

 

From the conservative dark 

Into the ethical life 

The dense commuters come, 

Repeating their morning vow; 

‗I will be true to the wife, 

I‘ll concentrate more on my work.‘ 

And helpless governors wake 

To resume their compulsory game: 

Who can release them now, 

Who can reach the deaf. 

Who can speak for the dumb? 

All I have is a voice 

To undo the folded lie, 

The romantic lie in the brain 

Of the sensual man-in-the-street 

And the lie of Authority 

Whose buildings grope the sky: 

There is no such thing as the State 

And no one exists alone; 

Hunger allows no choice 

To the citizen or the police; 
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We must love one another or die. 

 

Defenceless under the night 

Our world in stupor lies; 

Yet, dotted everywhere, 

Ironic points of light 

Flash out wherever the Just 

Exchange their messages: 

May I, composed like them 

Of Eros and of dust, 

Beleaguered by the same 

Negation and despair, 

Show an affirming flame. 

 

Wystan Hugh Auden (England, 1907-1973) 

 

 

 

AUGUST 1914 
 

What in our lives is burnt  

In the fire of this? 

The heart‘s dear granary?  

The much we shall miss ? 

 

Three lives hath one life –  

Iron, honey, gold. 

The gold, the honey gone –  

Left is the hard and cold. 

 

Iron are our lives 

Molten right through our youth.  

A burnt space through ripe fields  

A fair mouth‘s broken tooth. 

 

Isaac Rosenberg (England, 1890-1918) 
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THE SOLDIER 
 

Down some cold field in a world unspoken 

the young men are walking together, slim and tall, 

and though they laugh to one another, silence is not broken; 

there is no sound however clear they call. 

 

They are speaking together of what they loved in vain here,  

but the air is too thin to carry the thing they say. 

They were young and golden, but they came in pain here,  

and their youth is age now, their gold is grey.   

 

Yet their hearts are not changed, and they cry to one another,  

‗What have they done with the lives we laid aside? 

Are they young with our youth, gold with our gold, my brother?  

Do they smile in the face of death, because we died?' 

 

Down some cold field in a world uncharted 

the young seek each other with questioning eyes. 

They question each other, the young, the golden-hearted, 

of the world that they were robbed of in their quiet paradise. 

 

Humbert Wolfe (England, 1886-1940)                

 

 

 

AN IRISH AIRMAN  
FORESEES HIS DEATH  
 

I know that I shall meet my fate  

Somewhere among the clouds above;  

Those that I fight I do not hate,  

Those that I guard I do not love;  

My country is Kiltartan Cross, 

My countrymen Kiltartan‘s poor ,  

No likely end could bring them loss  

Or leave them happier than before.  

Nor law, nor duty bade me fight, 
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Nor public men, nor cheering crowds,  

A lonely impulse of delight 

Drove to this tumult in the clouds;  

I balanced all, brought all to mind, 

The years to come seemed waste of breath,  

A waste of breath the years behind 

In balance with this life, this death. 

 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 

 

 

 

1945  
 

They came running over the perilous sands 

Children with their golden eyes  

Crying: Look! We have found samphire  

Holding out their bone-ridden hands. 

 

It might have been the spittle of wrens  

Or the silver nest of a squirrel 

For I was invested with the darkness  

Of an ancient quarrel whose omens  

Lay scatter‘d on the silted beach. 

The children came running toward me 

 

But I saw only the waves behind them  

Cold, salt and disastrous 

Lift their black banners and break  

Endlessly, without resurrection. 
 

Sir Herbert Read (England, 1893-1968) 
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DO NOT GO GENTLE  
INTO THAT GOOD NIGHT 
 

Do not go gentle into that good night, 

Old age should burn and rave at close of day;  

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,  

Because their words had forked no lightning they  

Do not go gentle into that good night. 

 

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright  

Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,  

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,  

And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,  

Do not go gentle into that good night. 

 

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight  

Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,  

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 

And you, my father, there on the sad height,  

Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.  

Do not go gentle into that good night. 

Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 

Dylan Thomas (Wales, 1914-1953) 

 

 

 

UNRESOLVED BURDENS 
 

I wouldn‘t want to upset the universe.  

I‘d like, if possible, 

To cross the border silently, 

With the light step of a smuggler.  
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The way one slips away from a party.  

To stop without a screech 

The lungs‘ obstinate piston,  

And say to the dear heart, 

That mediocre musician without rhythm:  

‗After two, six billion beats 

You must he tired too, so thanks, enough.‘  

If it were possible, as I was saying, 

If it were not for those who will remain,  

The work left truncated 

(Every life is truncated), 

The world‘s turns and its wounds; 

If it were not for the unresolved burdens,  

The debts incurred earlier on, 

The old unavoidable obligations. 
 

Primo Levi (Italy: written 10 December 1984) 

 

 

MARKED WITH D. 
 

When the chilled dough of his flesh went in an oven  

not unlike those he fuelled all his life, 

I thought of his cataracts ablaze with Heaven  

and radiant with the sight of his dead wife, 

light streaming from his mouth to shape her name, 

‗not Florence and not Flo but always Florrie‘. 

I thought how his cold tongue burst into flame  

but only literally, which makes me sorry, 

sorry for his sake there‘s no Heaven to reach.  

I get it all from Earth my daily bread 

but he hungered for release from mortal speech 

that kept him down, the tongue that weighed like lead. 

The baker‘s man that no one will see rise  

and England made to feel like some dull oaf  

is smoke, enough to sting one person‘s eyes  

and ash (not unlike flour) for one small loaf. 

 

Tony Harrison (England, born 1937) 
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THE CLOCKS OF THE DEAD 
 

 One night I went to keep the clock company.   

It had a loud tick after midnight   

As if it were uncommonly afraid.   

It's like whistling past a graveyard,   

I explained.   

In any case, I told him I understood. 

 

Once there were clocks like that   

In every kitchen in America.   

Now the factory's windows are all broken.   

The old men on night shift are in Charon‘s boat.   

The day you stop, I said to the clock,   

The little wheels they keep in reserve   

Will have rolled away   

Into many hard-to-find places. 

 

Just thinking about it, I forgot to wind the clock. 

We woke up in the dark. 

How quiet the city is, I said. 

Like the clocks of the dead, my wife replied.  

Grandmother on the wall, 

I heard the snows of your childhood  

Begin to fall. 

 

Charles Simic (Serbia-USA: born 1938)   

From A Wedding in Hell (1994) 

 

 

 

OF FUNERALS 
 

Staying with Auntie Annie and Uncle Jack, 

we paid for hot baps with a silver threepence –  
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so thin you could slide it between your teeth. 

 

Life, for a Scotsman, was always a matter of costing up.  

We thought of you, all through the service, 

eager to economise, but anxious to do what‘s fit.  

 

We had the plainest coffin, then, but were frivolous  

with the flowers, and quibbled over the price 

of the funeral meats. ‗Lead us, Heavenly Father, lead us…‘ 

 

There should have been a piper. We should have  

taken you back north, in the steps of Grandma Flora,  

in the guard‘s van, in her oak. 

 

You‘d paid a sixpence for the porter, a florin for the cab,  

and Flora, the £2.4s.9d. 

for the plot in a secondary cemetery  

 

where you laid her with your dad. 

She wore a rakish felt, stripped of ribbon, flower.  

And Mama, a turquoise suit, to follow in your wake.  

 

All through that final day, familiar, comic stress,  

matching want to expectation; fiddling measure, weight;  

and fluttery, creative counting of mourners, messages, bouquets. 

 

Though nothing blots the way we lost the coffin,  

the waste of fine wood, brass and bones; 

and the shadow of the crematorium on wreaths, 

 

extravagant, with bows. ‗When you‘re ready. But…‘ 

 The undertaker shifted, indicating further press 

of burial and burn. And payment would come later – 

  

slick transfer from the estate; no truck with silver,  

brass, rendre compte; argument you liked. 

And then, a tip. But I saw you in the bushes, 

 

frowning, jiggling your loose change,  

as our car kicked up the gravel, 
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gates opened; losers, we got away to… 

 

the homecoming, disappointment, guests. 

After, another drop, tidying round your photographs,  

wondering what to do, and how they‘d know 

 

which ashes were really, truly you. Well, 

whatever turned up later in a screw-top, plastic urn, 

we ferried to the Pentlands, spread our hands, and watched 

them go. 

 

 Lucy Anne Watt (England, born 1951) 

 

 

 

THE BURIAL 
 

All the flowers of the spring  

Meet to perfume our burying;  

These have but their growing prime,  

And man does flourish but his time.  

Survey our progress from our birth –  

We are set, we grow, we turn to earth,  

Courts adieu, and all delights, 

All bewitching appetites!  

Sweetest breath and clearest eye,  

Like perfumes go out and die;  

And consequently this is done  

As shadows wait upon the sun.  

Vain the ambition of kings 

Who seek by trophies and dead things  

To leave a living name behind, 

And weave but nets to catch the wind. 

 

John Webster 
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DIRGE WITHOUT MUSIC 
 

I am resigned to the shutting away of loving hearts in the hard ground 

So it is, and so it will be, for so it has been, time out of mind:  

Into the darkness they go, the wise and lovely.  Crowned  

With lilies and with laurel they go: but I am not resigned. 

 

Lovers and thinkers, into the earth with you.   

Be one with the dull, the indiscriminate dust. 

A fragment of what you felt, of what you knew,  

A formula, a phrase remains – but the best is lost. 

 

The answers quick and keen, the honest look, the laughter, the love - 

They are gone.  They have gone to feed the roses.  Elegant and curled  

Is the blossom.  Fragrant is the blossom.  I know. But I do not approve. 

More precious was the light in your eyes than all the roses in the world. 

 

Down, down, down into the darkness of the grave  

Gently they go, the beautiful, the tender, the kind:  

Quietly they go, the intelligent, the witty, the brave. 

I know.  But I do not approve.  And I am not resigned. 

 

Edna St Vincent Millay (USA, 1892-1950) 

 

 

 

TIMER 
 

Gold survives the fire that‘s hot enough  

to make you ashes in a standard urn.  

An envelope of coarse official buff 

contains your wedding ring which wouldn‘t burn.  

 

Dad told me I‘d to tell them at St James‘s  

that the ring should go in the incinerator. 

That ‗eternity‘ inscribed with both their names is  

his surety that they‘d be together, ‗later‘. 
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I signed for the parcelled clothing as the son, 

the cardy, apron, pants, bra, dress - 

 

 

The clerk phoned down: 6-8-8-3-1? 

Has she still her ring on? (Slight pause) Yes! 

It‘s on my warm. palm now, your burnished ring! 

 

I feel your ashes, head, arms, breasts, womb, legs,  

sift through its circle slowly, like that thing  

you used to let me watch to time the eggs. 
 

Tony Harrison (England, born 1937) 

 

 

 

BOY CATCHING BUTTERFLIES 
 

Only a Painted Lady 

and then he‘ll have 

all the world‘s dust-like scales  

preserved in boxes 

 

And so with a green key  

he opens the undergrowth,  

with a black key the forest,  

with a blue key  

the sky in the streams. 

 

And so with questioning eyes  

he opens 

water, air, earth and fire,  

all the way to love, 

and so he opens 

the summer‘s music and the winter‘s music, 

all the way to the naked harmony 

of the human heart. 

 

With a wretched net over his shoulder  
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he wanders from tree to tree 

over equators and poles, 

he hops and skips, and sees the sun, 

walks on, and sees the moon,   

limps on, and sees the earth, 

stands still, and sees the end.  

Grey hair, 

grey dust-like scales. 

 

He has a hundred Painted Ladies  
 

And hardly seems 

to see them. 

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech Republic, born 1923)  

From Supposed to Fly 

 

 

 

STATUARY 
 

Wingtips, fingertips, nipples, and penises –  

the parts we once flew with are broken  

away first by whoever it is with a hammer,  

to whom the body‘s flights are an affront.  

Who are you, you who shamble and roll 

like an unseen boulder or troll through parks and cemeteries  

and wish to keep us earthbound? 

After that the noses go, and then 

the toes, if any You want to keep us from walking,  

however heavily, on our limestone feet 

in search of our lost trajectories. 

Then our arms. Enfolding is taken from us,  

and clasp. Our mouths erode in the rain  

you send, and all our bright definite 

nouns and quick verbs with them.  

We are ground down to our torsos,  

just those; and our heads, increasingly  

blunted and smoothed of gesture,  
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each of us a vestigial stump 

topped with a doorknob. Then 

headless, a stub, like a whale‘s tooth or a tongue  

cut out of a face and frozen. 

 

Even this isn‘t enough for you. 

You won‘t be content until we‘re toppled 

like you, by frost-heave or vandals, and lie melting 

in the uncut grass, like you. In the tall weeds. In the young trees.  

Until we‘re rubble. Like you. Until we‘re pebbles 

on the shore of a vast lake that doesn‘t (like you) exist yet.  

Until we‘re liquid, like you; like the small whirlpools 

an oar makes drawn slowly through water, 

those darkly shining swirls the shape of a galaxy, 

those knotholes the world turns itself inside out through  

for us, for a moment, the nothingness 

that by its moving 

edges defines time. That lets us see down  

and into. That lets us fly 

and embody, like you. Until we are like you. 
 

Margaret Atwood (Canada: born Ottawa, 1939) 

 

 

 

LAST RITES 
 

This is the day  

we have postponed,  

fearing disfavour  

from beyond the grave,  

your spirit watching  

from a corner of the room.  

 

So many clothes  

in musty cupboards,  

drawers closed tight,  

dresses I don‘t remember,  

coats which you forgot:  
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shoes spilling out from boxes  

stacked on dusty shelves.  

 

I make a pile  

of crumbling peppermints  

and crumpled tissues  

plucked from pockets  

shaped by knotted hands.  

 

He keeps a handbag  

 filled with secrets  

and the last sad trivia  

of your life,  

then bids me take your rings:  

a diamond  promise,  

golden vow  

and circle of eternity.  

The rest I leave –  

fake gems which glitter,  

winking in the sudden light.   

I close the lacquered lid,  

returning them to night.  

 

We work as quickly as we can 

He flinches at the pain  

of opened wounds,  

I hide my guilt  

at smooth unbroken skin  

until my fumbling fingers  

find your mirror  

and I bleed,  

cut deeply by  

a small reflection  

of myself. 

 

Sheila Parry (born 1933) 
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ARIEL’S SONG 
 

Full fathom five thy father lies,  

Of his bones are coral made: 

Those are pearls that were his eyes,  

Nothing of him that doth fade,  

But doth suffer a sea-change 

Into something rich, and strange:  

Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell - 

Hark! now I hear them, 

Ding-dong bell. 

 

William Shakespeare: from The Tempest 

 

 

 

DREAM OF WINTER 
 

These were the sounds that dinned upon his ear – 

The spider‘s fatal purring, and the gray  

Trumpeting of old mammoths locked in ice. 

No human sound there was: only the evil  

Shriek of the violin sang of human woe 

 

And conquest and defeat, and the round drums  

Sobbed as they beat. 

 

He saw the victim nailed again 

With ritual stars. The skull, a ruin of dreams,  

Leaned in the wind, merry with curl and thorn.  

The long robes circled. A penitential wail 

For the blue lobster and the yellow cornstalk  

And the hooded victim, broken to let men live,  

Flashed from their throats, 
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Then all the faces turned from the Winter Man.  

From the loch‘s April lip a swan slid out 

In a cold rhyme. The year stretched like a child  

And rubbed its eyes on light. Spring on the hill  

With lamb and tractor, lovers and burning heather.  

Byres stood open. The wind‘s blue fingers laid 

A migrant on the rock. 

 

George Mackay Brown (Orkney, born 1921)  

 

 

 

FEBRUARY 17th 
 

A lamb could not get born. Ice wind 

Out of a downpour dishclout sunrise. The mother  

Lay on the mudded slope.  Harried, she got up  

And the blackish lump bobbed at her back-end  

Under her tail. After some hard galloping, 

Some manoeuvring, much flapping of the backward  

Lump head of the lamb looking out, 

I caught her with a rope. Laid her, head uphill  

And examined the lamb. A blood-ball swollen  

Tight in its black felt, its mouth gap 

Squashed crooked, tongue stuck out, black-purple,  

Strangled by its mother.  I felt inside, 

Past the noose of mother-flesh, into the slippery  

Muscled tunnel, fingering for a hoof, 

Right back to the port-hole of the pelvis. 

But there was no hoof. He had stuck his head out too early  

And his feet could not follow. He should have 

Felt his way, tip-toe, his toes  

Tucked up under his nose 

For a safe landing. So I kneeled wrestling  

With her groans. No hand could squeeze past  

The lamb‘s neck into her interior 

To hook a knee. I roped that baby head  

And hauled till she cried out and tried 

To get up and I saw it was useless. I went  
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Two miles for the injection and a razor. 

Sliced the lamb‘s throat-strings, levered with a knife  

Between the vertebrae and brought the head off 

To stare at its mother, its pipes sitting in the mud  

With all earth for a body. Then pushed 

The neck-stump right back in, and as I pushed 

She pushed. She pushed crying and I pushed gasping.  

And the strength 

Of the birth push and the push of my thumb  

Against that wobbly vertebra were deadlock,  

A to-fro futility. Till I forced 

A hand past and got a knee. Then like  

Pulling myself to the ceiling with one finger  

Hooked in a loop, timing my effort 

To her birth push groans, I pulled against  

The corpse that would not come. Till it came.  

And after it the long, sudden, yolk-yellow  

Parcel of life 

In a smoking slither of oils and soups and syrups –  

And the body lay born; beside the hacked-off head. 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 

 

 

 

SNOWDROP 
 

Now is the globe shrunk tight 

Round the mouse‘s dulled wintering heart 

Weasel and crow, as if moulded in brass 

Move through the outer darkness 

Not in their right minds, 

With the other deaths.   She, too, pursues their ends 

Brutal as the stars of this month,  

Her pale head heavy as metal. 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 
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PIANO 
 

Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me;  

Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see  

A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings  

And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings. 

 

In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song  

Betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong  

To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside  

And hymns in the cosy parlour, the tinkling piano our guide  

So now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour  

With the great black piano appassionato. The glamour  

Of childish days is upon me, my manhood is cast  

Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child. 

 

David Herbert Lawrence (England, 1885-1930) 

 

 

SONNET  
 

Here fate has sent me eternal sleep 

But I am not dead. 

Though buried in the earth, 

I live in you,  

Whose lamentations I listen to,  

Since friend is reflected in friend  

…. Is reflected in friend. 

 

I am as though dead 

But as a comfort to the world 

With thousands of souls, I live on  

In the hearts of all loving people. 

That means I am not dust,  

Mortal decay does not touch me  

… Does not touch me.  

 

Michelangelo Buonarroti 
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VOCATION 
 

Today, for God, Michelangelo 

Has turned his hand to cloud sculpture.  

Look across the deserted shore. 

There is the famous signature.  

Over water and over towns,  

Over the forest‘s ragged fur 

The clouds are swept, and from the highest  

Reaches, a solemn mass resounds. 

Today, put on your most formal dress  

And bare it to the ancient, cold,  

Biblical wind. Look, it‘s the first, 

The rarest day in the whole world!  

Just wish, and all will be fulfilled. 

You have the tools, you have the right.  

Heavy bells chime. You pant and yearn  

And feel eternity can‘t contain 

Both you and all your territory.  

You are the master of your sky:  

Can you direct the planets too?  

The hardest gift of all remains 

To trust yourself and what you do. 

But the kinds of clouds you choose to mould  

Expand and fill the universe. 

So rise and face the world.  

Go straight ahead. Go on.  

Well, then? 

Can you face immortality  

With an equal fearlessness? 

 

Irina Ratushinskaya (Russia) 

Published in Small Zone, March 1985. 
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CRYSTALS LIKE BLOOD 
 

I remember how, long ago, I found  

Crystals like blood in a broken stone. 

 

I picked up a broken chunk of bed-rock  

And turned it this way and that, 

It was heavier than one would have expected  

From its size. One face was caked 

With brown limestone. But the rest 

Was a hard greenish-grey quartz-like stone  

Faintly dappled with darker shadows, 

And in this quartz ran veins and beads  

Of bright magenta. 

 

And I remember how later on I saw  

How mercury is extracted from cinnabar –  

The double ring of iron piledrivers 

Like the multiple legs of a fantastically symmetrical spider  

Rising and falling with monotonous precision, 

Marching round in an endless circle 

And pounding up and down with a tireless, thunderous force,  

While, beyond, another conveyor drew the crumbled ore  

From the bottom and raised it to an opening high 

In the side of a gigantic grey-white kiln. 

 

So I remember how mercury is got 

When I contrast my living memory of you  

And your dear body rotting here in the clay  

- And feel once again released in me 

The bright torrents of felicity, naturalness, and faith  

My treadmill memory draws from you yet. 

 

Hugh Macdiarmid (Scotland, 1892-1978) 
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JEWELS IN MY HAND  
 

I hold dead friends like jewels in my hand  

Watching their brilliance gleam against my palm  

Turquoise and emerald, jade, a golden band  

All ravages of time they can withstand  

Like talismans their grace keeps me from harm  

I hold dead friends like jewels in my hand  

 

I see them standing in some borderland  

Their heads half-turned, waiting for my arm  

Turquoise and emerald, jade, a golden band  

 

I‘m not afraid they will misunderstand  

My turning to them like a magic charm  

I hold dead friends like jewels in my hand  

Turquoise and emerald, jade, a golden band. 

 

Sasha Moorsom (England: 1931-1993) 

 

 

 

I THOUGHT OF YOU 
 

I thought of you and how you love this beauty, 

And walking up the long beach all alone  

I heard the waves breaking in measured thunder 

As you and I once heard their monotone. 

 

Around me were the echoing dunes, beyond me 

The cold and sparkling silver of the sea -- 

We two will pass through death and ages lengthen 

Before you hear that sound again with me.  

 

Sarah Teasdale (USA, 1884-1933) 
 

 

http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/i-thought-of-you/
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REMEMBER 
 

Remember me when I am gone away,  

Gone far away into the silent land; 

When you can no more hold me by the hand,  

Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay.  

Remember me when no more day by day 

You tell me of our future that you planned:  

Only remember me; you understand 

It will be late to counsel then or pray. 

 

Yet if you should forget me for a while  

And afterwards remember, do not grieve:  

For if the darkness and corruption leave  

A vestige of the thoughts that once I had, 

Better by far you should forget and smile  

Than that you should remember and be sad. 

 

Christina Rossetti 

 

 

 

DREAM LAND 
 

Where sunless rivers weep  

Their waves into the deep,  

She sleeps a charmèd sleep: 

Awake her not.  

Led by a single star, 

She came from very far.  

To seek where shadows are  

Her pleasant lot. 

 

She left the rosy morn,  

She left the fields of corn, 

For twilight cold and lorn  

And water springs. 

Through sleep, as through a veil  
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She sees the sky look pale, 

And hears the nightingale  

That sadly sings. 

 

Rest, rest, a perfect rest  

Shed over brow and breast;  

Her face is toward the west, 

The purple land. 

She cannot see the grain  

Ripening on hill and plain;  

She cannot feel the rain 

Upon her hand. 

 

Rest, rest for evermore 

Upon a mossy shore; 

Rest, rest at the heart‘s core  

Till time shall cease:  

Sleep that no pain shall wake; 

Night that no morn shall break, 

Till joy shall overtake 

Her perfect peace. 

 

Christina Rossetti 

 

 

 

FAREWELL 
 

Farewell to Thee! But not farewell  

To all my fondest thoughts of Thee;  

Within my heart they still shall dwell  

And they shall cheer and comfort me. 

 

Life seems more sweet that Thou didst live  

And men more true that Thou wert one;  

Nothing is lost that Thou didst give,  

Nothing destroyed that Thou hast done. 

 

Anne Brontë 
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SO YOU NEVER REPLY 
 

So you never reply to my letters. 

I no longer expect or request anything. 

 

At this late stage it would be absurd 

To ask the postman if he has for me 

An envelope that glimmers 

 Like a tiny star. 

 

Claudia Lars (El Salvador, 20th century)  

 

 

 

AND THE DAYS ARE  
NOT FULL ENOUGH 
 

And the days are not full enough  

And the nights are not full enough  

And life slips by like a field mouse 

Not shaking the grass.  

 

Ezra Pound (USA, 1885-1972) 

 

 

 

HOW HAVE I BEEN 
 

Since you last saw me? 

Well,  

I‘ve never been lonely 

I‘ve danced at parties  

and drunk flat beer  

with other men; 

I‘ve been to the cinema and seen  

one or two films you would have liked  

with other men;  
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I‘ve passed the time in amusement arcades  

and had once or two pretty fruitless  

goes on the fruit machine;  

I‘ve memorised the patterns  

of miscellaneous neckties.  

Indifferent, I  

put varying amounts of sugar  

in different coffee cups  

and adjusted myself to divers heights  

of assorted goodnight kisses, but  

My breasts (one bitten)  

shy away from contact  

I keep a curb  

on mind and body –  

Love? I‘m no longer  

exposing myself. 

 

Liz Lochhead (Scotland, born 1947) 

 

 
 

I HAD A DOVE 
 

I had a dove and the sweet dove died;  

And I have thought it died of grieving: 

O what could it grieve for? Its feet were tied,  

With a silken thread of my own hand‘s weaving; 

Sweet little red feet!  Why should you die - 

Why should you leave me, sweet bird! Why?  

You lived alone in the forest-tree 

Why, pretty thing!  would you not live with me?  

I kissed you oft and gave you white peas; 

Why not live sweetly, as in the green trees? 

 

John Keats 
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SLEEP WITH A SUITCASE  
 
I slept with a suitcase last night.  

It didn‘t snore. It was half-packed  

and there was a map on the floor.  

Outside, snow covered the roof  

of my tanked-up car. I kept  

my clothes on and the heating up,  

and the phone off the hook.  

I wanted no one and nothing  

between me and the morning.  

I set my alarm for the dawn.  

The poison I fed the cat  

was working in the dark kitchen.  

The mailbox was in the trash.  

I left a note on the oven  

saying I was dead, forgotten,  

and the house was my son‘s.  

He would sleep for three days  

then wake with a headache.  

I left him aspirin and water,  

and his father‘s phone number,  

or the last one I knew.  

 

Matthew Sweeney (Ireland, born 1952) 

 

 

 

THE MOWER 
 

The mower stalled, twice; kneeling, I found  

A hedgehog jammed up against the blades,  

Killed.  It had been in the long grass. 

 

I had seen it before, and even fed it, once.  

Now I had mauled its unobtrusive world  

Unmendably. Burial was no help: 
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Next morning I got up and it did not. 

The first day after a death, the new absence  

Is always the same; we should be careful 

 

Of each other, we should be kind  

While there is still time. 
 

Philip Larkin (England, 1922-1985) 

 
 

 

THE HEAVEN OF ANIMALS 
 

Here they are. The soft eyes open.  

If they have lived in a wood 

It is a wood. 

If they have lived on plains  

It is grass rolling 

Under their feet forever. 

 

Having no souls, they have come,  

Anyway, beyond their knowing.  

Their instincts wholly bloom  

And they rise. 

The soft eyes open. 

 

To match them, the landscape flowers,  

Outdoing, desperately 

Outdoing what is required:  

The richest wood, 

The deepest field.  

 

For some of these, 

It could not be the place 

It is, without blood. 

These hunt, as they have done, 

But with claws and teeth grown perfect,  

 

More deadly than they can believe.  

They stalk more silently, 
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And crouch on the limbs of trees,  

And their descent 

Upon the bright backs of their prey  

 

May take years 

In a sovereign floating of joy.  

And those that are hunted  

Know this as their life, 

Their reward: to walk 

 

Under such trees in full knowledge  

Of what is in glory above them,  

And to feel no fear, 

But acceptance, compliance.  

Fulfilling themselves without pain  

 

At the cycle‘s center, 

They tremble, they walk  

Under the tree, 

They fall, they are torn,  

They rise, they walk again.  

 

James Dickey (USA, 1923-1997) 

 

 

 

AFTER MR MAYHEW’S VISIT  
 
So now the Victorians are all in heaven, 

Miss Routledge and the young conservatives 

chatting with the vicar, visiting again  

the home for incurables who never die. 

 

The damp soaks through the wallpaper,  

there‘s servant trouble, the cook  

fighting drunk at the sherry, and Edith,  

coughing and consumptive, fainting away.  

 

Only this time it never ends: the master  
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continually remarking how the weather bites cold,  

the brandy flask stands empty, and the poor  

are pushing to the windows like the fog.  

 

Ken Smith (England, 1938-2003)  

 

 
  

AN ARUNDEL TOMB 
 

Side by side, their faces blurred, 

The earl and countess lie in stone, 

Their proper habits vaguely shown 

As jointed armour, stiffened pleat, 

And that faint hint of the absurd - 

The little dogs under their feet. 

 

Such plainness of the pre-baroque 

Hardly involves the eye, until 

It meets his left hand gauntlet, still 

Clasped empty in the other; and 

One sees, with sharp tender shock, 

His hand withdrawn, holding her hand. 

 

They would not think to lie so long. 

Such faithfulness in effigy 

Was just a detail friends could see: 

A sculptor‘s sweet commissioned grace 

Thrown off in helping to prolong 

The Latin names around the base. 

 

They would not guess how early in 

Their supine stationary voyage 

Their air would change to soundless damage, 

Turn the old tenantry away; 

How soon succeeding eyes begin 

To look, not read. Rigidly they 

 

Persisted, linked, through lengths and breadths 
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Of time. Snow fell, undated. Light 

Each summer thronged the grass. A bright 

Litter of birdcalls strewed the same 

Bone-riddled ground. And up the paths 

The endless altered people came, 

 

Washing at their identity. 

Now, helpless in the hollow of 

An unarmorial age, a trough 

Of smoke in slow suspended skeins 

Above their scrap of history, 

Only an attitude remains: 

 

Time has transfigured them into 

Untruth. The stone finality 

They hardly meant has come to be 

Their final blazon, and to prove 

Our almost-instinct almost true: 

What will survive of us is love. 

 

Philip Larkin  (England, 1922-1984) 

 

 

* * * 
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EVERY DAY YOU PLAY... 
 
Every day you play with the light of the universe. 

Subtle visitor, you arrive in the flower and the water. 

You are more than this white head that I hold tightly 

as a bunch of flowers, every day, between my hands. 

 

You are like nobody since I love you. 

Let me spread you out among yellow garlands. 

Who writes your name in letters of smoke among the stars of the south? 

Oh let me remember you as you were before you existed. 

 

Suddenly the wind howls and bangs at my shut window. 

The sky is a net crammed with shadowy fish. 

Here all the winds let go sooner or later, all of them. 

The rain takes off her clothes. 

 

The birds go by, fleeing. 

The wind. The wind. 

I alone can contend against the power of men. 

The storm whirls dark leaves 

and turns loose all the boats that were moored last night to the sky. 

 

You are here. Oh, you do not run away. 

You will answer me to the last cry. 

Curl round me as though you were frightened. 

Even so, a strange shadow once ran through your eyes. 

 

Now, now too, little one, you bring me honeysuckle, 

and even your breasts smell of it. 

While the sad wind goes slaughtering butterflies 

I love you, and my happiness bites the plum of your mouth. 

 

How you must have suffered getting accustomed to me, 

my savage, solitary soul, my name that sends them all running. 

So many times we have seen the morning star bum, kissing our eyes, 

and over our heads the grey light unwind in turning fans. 
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My words rained over you, stroking you. 

A long time I have loved the sunned mother-of-pearl of your body. 

Until I even believe that you own the universe. 

I will bring you happy flowers from the mountains, bluebells, 

dark hazels, and rustic baskets of kisses. 

I want 

to do with you what spring does with the cherry trees. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

From Veinte Poemas de Amor, translated by W S Merwin 

 

 

 

TO HIS COY MISTRESS 
 

Had we but world enough, and time,  

This coyness, Lady, were no crime. 

We would sit down, and think which way 

To walk, and pass our long love‘s day. 

Thou by the Indian Ganges‘ side 

Shouldst rubies find; I by the tide 

Of Humber would complain.   I would 

Love you ten years before the Flood, 

And you should, if you please, refuse 

Till the conversion of the Jews. 

My vegetable love should grow 

Vaster than empires and more slow; 

An hundred years should go to praise 

Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze; 

Two hundred to adore each breast, 

But thirty thousand to the rest; 

An age at least to every part,  

And the last age should show your heart. 

For, Lady, you deserve this state; 

Nor would I love at lower rate.  

  

But at my back I always hear  

Time‘s wingèd chariot hurrying near;  

And yonder all before us lie  
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Deserts of vast eternity.  

Thy beauty shall no more be found, 

Nor in thy marble vault shall sound 

My echoing song; then worms shall try 

That long-preserved virginity, 

And thy quaint honour turned to dust, 

And into ashes all my lust: 

The grave‘s a fine and private place,  

But none, I think, do there embrace. 

 

Now, therefore, while the youthful hue 

Sits on your skin like morning dew, 

And while thy willing soul transpires 

At every pore with instant fires, 

Now let us sport us while we may, 

And now, like amorous birds of prey, 

Rather at once our time devour 

Than languish in his slow-chapped power. 

Let us roll all our strength and all 

Our sweetness up into one ball, 

And tear our pleasures with rough strife 

Thorough the iron gates of life; 

Thus, though we cannot make our sun  

Stand still, yet we will make him run.    

 

Andrew Marvell 

 

 

 

A PERSIAN LADY 
 

Some diplomatic mission - no such thing as ‗fate‘ -  

Brought her to the city that tideless spring. 

She was much pointed out-a lady-in-waiting  

To some Persian noble; well, and here she was  

Merry and indolent amidst fashionable abundance.  

By day under a saffron parasol on royal beaches,  

By night in a queer crocketed tent with tassels. 
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He noted the perfection of that grave dark beauty,  

The mind recoiling as if from a branding-iron.  

The sea advancing and retiring at her lacquered toes;  

How would one say ‗to enflame‘ in her tongue 

He wondered, knowing it applied to female beauty?  

When their eyes met she felt dis-figured 

It would have been simple - only three paces apart. 

 

Disloyal time! they let the seminal instant go, 

The code unbroken, the collision of ripening wishes  

Abandoned to hiss on in the great syllabaries of memory... 

Next day he deliberately left the musical city, 

To join a boring water-party on the lake, 

Telling himself  ‗Say what you like about it, 

I have been spared very much in this business.‘ 

 

He meant, I think, that never should he now  

Know the slow disgracing of her mind, the slow  

Spiral of her beauty‘s deterioration, flagging desire,  

The stagnant fury of the temporal yoke, 

Grey temple, the long slide into fat. 

 

On the other hand neither would she build him sons 

Or be a subject for verses - the famished in-bred poetry 

Which was the fashion of his time and ours.   

She would exist, pure, symmetrical and intact, 

Like the sterile hyphen which divides and joins 

In a biography the year of birth and death. 

 

  Lawrence Durrell (England: 1912 – 1990) 

From Selected Poems, 1935-1963)  

 

 

 

WINTER: MY SECRET  
 

I tell my secret? No indeed, not I:  

Perhaps some day, who knows?  

But not to-day; it froze, and blows, and snows,  
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And you‘re too curious: fie!  

You want to hear it? well:  

Only, my secret‘s mine, and I won‘t tell.  

 

 

Or, after all, perhaps there‘s none:  

Suppose there is no secret after all,  

But only just my fun. 

To-day‘s a nipping day, a biting day;  

In which one wants a shawl, 

A veil, a cloak, and other wraps: 

I cannot ope to every one who taps 

And let the draughts come whistling through my hall;  

Come bounding and surrounding me 

Come buffeting, astounding me, 

Nipping and clipping through my wraps and all.  

I wear my mask for warmth: who ever shows  

His nose to Russian snows 

To be pecked at by every wind that blows? 

You would not peck? I thank you for good will,  

Believe, but leave that truth untested still. 

 

Spring‘s an expansive time: yet I don‘t trust  

March with its peck of dust, 

Nor April with its rainbow-crowned brief showers, 

Nor even May, whose flowers 

One frost may wither through the sunless hours. 

 

Perhaps some languid summer day,  

When drowsy birds sing less and less,  

And golden fruit is ripening to excess, 

If there‘s not too much sun nor too much cloud.  

And the warm wind is neither still nor loud.  

Perhaps my secret I may say, 

Or you may guess. 

 

Christina Rossetti 
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from 100 Love Sonnets: xvii  
 
I do not love you as if you were salt-rose, or topaz,  

or the arrow of carnations the fire shoots off.  

I love you as certain dark things are to be loved,  

in secret, between the shadow and the soul -  

 

I love you as the plant that never blooms  

but carries in itself the light of hidden flowers;  

thanks to your love a certain solid fragrance,  

risen from the earth, lives darkly in my body.  

 

I love you without knowing how, or when, or from where.  

I love you straightforwardly, without complexities or pride;  

so I love you because I know no other way  

 

than this: where I does not exist, nor you,  

so close that your hand on my chest is my hand,  

so close that your eyes close as I fall asleep.  

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

 

 

 

A DITTY: MY TRUE-LOVE  
 

My true-love hath my heart, and I have his,  

By just exchange one for the other given;  

I hold his dear, and mine he cannot miss;  

There never was a better bargain driven. 

 

His heart in me keeps me and him in one.  

My heart in him his thoughts and senses guides;  

He loves my heart, for once it was his own;  

I cherish his because in me it bides.  

 

His heart his wound received from my sight,  

My heart was wounded with his wounded heart;  
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For as from me on him his heart did light,  

So still methought in me his heart did smart.  

 

Both equal hurt, in this change sought our bliss,  

My true-love hath my heart, and I have his. 

 

Sir Philip Sidney 

 

 

 

Sonnet: TO HIS LOVE 
 

When in the chronicle of wasted time 

I see descriptions of the fairest wights,  

And beauty making beautiful old rhyme  

In praise of ladies dead, and lovely knights: 

 

Then in the blazon of sweet beauty‘s best  

Of hand, of foot, of lip, of eye, of brow,  

I see their antique pen would have exprest  

Ev‘n such a beauty as you master now. 

 

So all their praises are but prophecies  

Of this our time, all, you prefiguring: 

And for they look‘d but with divining eyes,  

They had not skill enough your worth to sing: 

 

For we, which now behold these present days,  

Have eyes to wonder, but lack tongues to praise. 

 

William Shakespeare 

 

 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 215 

Sonnet: TRUE LOVE 
 

Let me not to the marriage of true minds  

Admit impediments.  Love is not love  

Which alters when it alteration finds  

Or bends with the remover to remove:- 

 

O no!  It is the ever-fixèd mark  

That looks on tempests, and is never shaken: 

It is the star to every wandering bark, 

Whose worth‘s unknown, although his height be taken. 

 

Love‘s not Time‘s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks 

Within his bending sickle‘s compass come:  

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,  

But bears it out ev‘n to the edge of doom:-  

 

If this be error, and upon me proved,  

I never write, nor no man ever loved.  

 

William Shakespeare 

 

 

 

A BIRTHDAY 
 

My heart is like a singing bird  

Whose nest is in a watered shoot; 

My heart is like an apple-tree 

Whose boughs are bent with thickest fruit. 
 

My heart is like a rainbow shell  

That paddles in a halcyon sea; 

My heart is gladder than all these  

Because my love is come to me.  

 

Raise me a dais of silk and down; 

Hang it with vair and purple dyes;  
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Carve it in doves and pomegranates,  

And peacocks with a hundred eyes; 

Work it in gold and silver grapes,  

In leaves and silver fleurs-de-lys;  

Because the birthday of my life 

Is come, my love is come to me. 

 

Christina Rossetti 

 

 

HE WISHES FOR  
THE CLOTHS OF HEAVEN 
 

Had I the heavens‘ embroidered cloths 

Enwrought with golden and silver light, 

The blue and the dim and the dark cloths 

Of Night and light and the half light, 

I would spread the cloths under your feet: 

But I, being poor, have only my dreams;  

I have spread my dreams under your feet; 

Tread softly because you tread on my dreams. 

 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 

 

 

APOLOGY  
 

Be not angry with me that I bear 

Your colours everywhere, 

All through each crowded street, 

And meet 

The wonder-light in every eye, 

As I go by. 

 

Each plodding wayfarer looks up to gaze, 

Blinded by rainbow haze, 

The stuff of happiness, 

No less, 
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Which wraps me in its glad-hued folds 

Of peacock golds. 

 

Before my feet the dusty, rough-paved way 

Flushes beneath its gray. 

My steps fall ringed with light, 

So bright, 

It seems a myriad suns are strown 

About the town. 

 

Around me is the sound of steepled bells, 

And rich perfumed smells 

Hang like a wind-forgotten cloud, 

And shroud 

Me from close contact with the world. 

I dwell impearled. 

 

You blazen me with jewelled insignia. 

A flaming nebula 

Rims in my life. And yet 

You set 

The word upon me, unconfessed 

To go unguessed. 

 

Amy Lowell (USA, 1874-1925) 
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THE SUN RISING 
 

Busy old fool, unruly sun,   

Why dost thou thus, 

Through windows, and through curtains call on us? 

 Must to thy motions lovers‘ seasons run? 

Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide 

Late school-boys, and sour prentices, 

Go tell court-huntsmen, that the King will ride,  

Call country ants to harvest offices;  

Love, all alike, no season knows, nor clime; 

Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time. 

 

Thy beams, so reverend, and strong,  

Why shouldst thou think? 

I could eclipse and cloud them with a wink, 

But that I would not lose her sight so long:  

If her eyes have not blinded thine,  

 

Look, and tomorrow late, tell .me,  

Whether both th‘ Indias of spice and mine 

Be where thou left‘st them or lie here with me.  

Ask for those. kings whom thou. saw‘st yesterday, 

And thou shalt hear, All here in one bed lay. 

 

She is all states, and all princes, I,  

Nothing else is.  

Princes do but play us: compared to this, 

All honour‘s mimic: all wealth alchemy. 

Thou sun art half as happy as we, 

In that the world‘s contracted thus; 

Thine age asks ease, and since they duties be 

To warm the worlds, that‘s done in warming us. 

Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere; 

This bed thy centre is, these walls, thy sphere.  

 

John Donne 
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THE PASSIONATE  
SHEPHERD TO HIS LOVE 

 

Come live with me, and be my love, 

And we will all the pleasures prove, 

That hills and valleys, dales and fields, 

And all the craggy mountain yields. 

 

There we will sit upon the rocks, 

And see the shepherds feed their flocks 

By shallow rivers, to whose falls 

Melodious birds sing madrigals. 

 

And I will make thee beds of roses, 

With a thousand fragrant posies, 

A cap of flowers and a kirtle 

Embroidered all with leaves of myrtle; 

 

A gown made of the finest wool, 

Which from our pretty lambs we pull; 

Fair lined slippers for the cold, 

With buckles of the purest gold; 

 

A belt of straw and ivy buds, 

With coral clasps and amber studs; 

And if these pleasures may thee move, 

Come live with me, and be my love. 

 

The shepherd swains shall dance and sing 

For thy delight each May morning: 

If these delights thy mind may move, 

Then live with me, and be my love. 

 

Christopher Marlowe 

 

 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 220 

PORCELAIN GIRL 
 

Even though she‘s dressed in long pale dragging garments, she looks 

naked. 

Her skin‘s extremely white. She‘s a china doll that‘s never been 

painted. 

Life eludes her, so I know she‘s concentrating on death as hard as I‘m 

concentrating on her. 

With my fears, I feel aged and angered, but I daren‘t touch her. I 

daren‘t! I dread her skin really might be . . . wax? china? Perhaps the heat of 

my passion wouldn‘t be enough to resurrect her? Her alienation might clang 

coldly on my soul like a bell-clapper. 

If I did impregnate this moon-Diana, she‘d give birth to things: bones, 

snow, guns, curdling music, a colonel, a diamond sword. 

 

   Risto Ahti (Finnish, born 1942) 

   From Narcissus In Winter (1982) 

 

 

 

POPPY 
 

You dress madly: gold, silver, purple - I blush for you in the street, because 

you‘re lovely as a flower and live as if life were nothing but wedding rites. 

And yet your dress says, ‗Danger. Poison.‘ And you force me to think of the 

cowards who can only see your amorality - not how you fulfil the lust for 

life. 

What is it that makes me glory in the midst of man‘s grey forest? 

This: even though you deck yourself as a queen the wise long to shower with 

all their property, merely to get a drop of life in their veins, you take your 

clothes off for me and, drawing me down to cover your nakedness, say ‗Now 

I‘m in my robes!‘ 

 

Risto Ahti (Finnish, born 1942) 

From Narcissus In Winter (1982) 
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COME UP, METHUSELAH 
 

Come up, Methuselah,  

You doddering superman!  

Give me an instant realized   

And I‘ll outdo your span.  

 

In that one moment of evening  

When roses are most red  

I can fold back the firmament,  

I can put time to bed.  

 

Abraham, stint your tally  

Of concubines and cattle!  

Give place to me - capitalist  

In more intrinsic metal.  

 

I have a lover of flesh  

And a lover that is a sprite: 

To-day I lie down with finite,  

To-morrow with infinite.  

 

That one is a constant  

And suffers no eclipse,  

Though I feel sun and moon burning  

Together on her lips. 
 

This one is a constant, 

But she‘s not kind at all; 

She raddles her gown with my despairs  

And paints her lip with gall. 

 

 

My lover of flesh is wild,  

And willing to kiss again;  

She is the potency of earth  

When woods exhale the rain. 

 

My lover of air, like Artemis  
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Spectrally embraced, 

Shuns the daylight that twists her smile  

To mineral distaste. 

 

Twin poles energic, they  

Stand fast and generate 

This spark that crackles in the void   

As between fate and fate. 

 
Cecil Day Lewis (Ireland-UK, 1904-1972) 

 

 

 

SYMPTOM RECITAL 
 

I do not like my state of mind;  

I‘m bitter, querulous, unkind. 

I hate my legs, I hate my hands,  

I do not yearn for lovelier lands. 

I dread the dawn‘s recurrent light;  

I hate to go to bed at night 

I snoot at simple, earnest folk.  

I cannot take the gentlest joke.  

I find no peace in paint or type.  

My world is but a lot of tripe.  

I‘m disillusioned, empty-breasted.  

For what I think, I‘d be arrested.  

I am not sick. I am not well. 

My quondam dreams are shot to hell.  

My soul is crushed, my spirit sore: 

I do not like me any more. 

I cavil, quarrel, grumble, grouse.  

I ponder on the narrow house. 

I shudder at the thought of men. 

 I‘m due to fall in love again. 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA, 1893-1967). From Enough Rope 
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DAWN 
 

Of your hand I could say this  

a bird poised mid-air in flight  

as delicate and smooth. 

 

Of your mouth 

a foxglove in its taking  

without edges or hurt. 

 

This of your ear  

a tiny sea-horse, immortal  

sporting in white waves  

 

and of your eye  

a place where no one could hide  

nothing lurk.  

 

Of your cupped flesh  

smooth in my palm  

an agate on the sea-shore  

 

of your back and belly  

that they command kisses.  

And of your feet I would say  

 

they are inquisitive and gay  

as squirrels or birds  

and so return to your hand  

 

and begin my voyage  

around your loveliness  

again and yet again  

 

as in my arms you lie sleeping. 

 

Jeni Couzyn (South Africa, born 1942) 
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CONCERTO FOR DOUBLE BASS 
 

He is a drunk leaning companionably  

Around a lamp post or doing up  

With intermittent concentration  

Another drunk‘s coat. 

 

 

He is a polite but devoted Valentino,  

Cheek to cheek, forgetting the next step.  

He is feeling the pulse of the fat lady 

Or cutting her in half. 

 

But close your eyes and it is sunset 

At the edge of the world. It is the language  

Of dolphins, the growth of tree-roots, 

The heart-beat slowing down. 

 

John Fuller (England, born 1937) 

 

 

 

NERVES  
 

The modern malady of love is nerves.  

Love, once a simple madness, now observes  

The stages of his passionate disease, 

And is twice sorrowful because he sees,  

Inch by inch entering, the fatal knife. 

O health of simple minds, give me your life,  

And let me, for one midnight, cease to hear  

The clock for ever ticking in my ear, 

The clock that tells the minutes in my brain.  

It is not love, nor love‘s despair, this pain  

That shoots a witless, keener pang across  

The simple agony of love and loss. 
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Nerves, Nerves! O folly of a child who dreams  

Of heaven, and, waking in the darkness, screams. 

 

Arthur Symons (England, 1865-1945) 

 

 

 

SONNET 29 
 

When, in disgrace with fortune and men‘s eyes  

I all alone beweep my outcast state, 

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,  

And look upon myself, and curse my fate,  

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,  

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,  

Desiring this man‘s art and that man‘s scope 

With what I most enjoy contented least; 

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,  

Haply I think on thee - and then my state,  

Like to the lark at break of day arising 

From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven‘s gate;  

For thy sweet love rememb‘red such wealth brings  

That then I scorn to change my state with kings. 

 

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) 

 

 

 

LOVE AND SLEEP 
 

Lying asleep between the strokes of night  

I saw my love lean over my sad bed,  

Pale as the duskiest lily‘s leaf or head,  

Smooth-skinned and dark, with bare throat made to bite, 

Too wan for blushing and too warm for white,  

But perfect-coloured without white or red. 

And her lips opened amorously, and said  -  

I wist not what, saving one word - Delight. 
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And all her face was honey to my mouth,  

And all her body pasture to mine eyes; 

The long lithe arms and hotter hands than fire  

The quivering flanks, hair smelling of the south,  

The bright light feet, the splendid supple thighs 

And glittering eyelids of my soul‘s desire. 

 

Algernon Charles Swinburne 

 

 

 

SHE WALKED UNAWARE  
 

O, she walked unaware of her own increasing beauty 

That was holding men‘s thoughts from market or plough  

As she passed by intent on her womanly duties  

And she without leisure to be wayward or proud; 

Or if she had pride then it was not in her thinking 

But thoughtless in her body like a flower of good breeding. 

The first time I saw her spreading coloured linen  

Beyond the green willow she gave me gentle greeting  

With no more intention than the leaning willow  

 

Though she smiled without intention yet from that day forward   

Her beauty filled like water the four corners of my being  

And she rested in my heart like a hare in the form  

That is shaped to herself. And I that would be singing 

Or whistling at all times went silently then;  

Till I drew her aside among straight stems of beeches 

When the blackbird was sleeping, and she promised that never  

The fields would be ripe but I‘d gather all sweetness, 

A red moon of August would rise on our wedding. 

 

October is spreading bright flame along stripped willows, 

Low fires of the dogwood burn down to grey water,  

God pity me now and all desolate sinners  

Demented with beauty! I have blackened my thought 

In drouths of bad longing, and all brightness goes shrouded 
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Since he came with his rapture of wild words that mirrored  

Her beauty and made her ungentle and proud.  

To-night she will spread her brown hair on his pillow 

But I shall be hearing the harsh cries of wild fowl.  

 

Patrick Macdonogh (Eire: 1902-1961 ) 

 

 

 

VENUS TRANSIENS  
 

Tell me, 

Was Venus more beautiful 

Than you are, 

When she topped 

The crinkled waves, 

Drifting shoreward 

On her plaited shell? 

Was Botticelli‘s vision 

Fairer than mine; 

And were the painted rosebuds 

He tossed his lady, 

Of better worth 

Than the words I blow about you 

To cover your too great loveliness 

As with a gauze 

Of misted silver? 

 

For me, 

You stand poised 

In the blue and buoyant air, 

Cinctured by bright winds, 

Treading the sunlight. 

And the waves which precede you 

Ripple and stir 

The sands at your feet. 

 

Amy Lowell (USA, 1874-1925) 
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AND… 
 

…so the pretext to repeat your name  

surfaces in the wet night, 

humid and tender 

as a wide-open flower with trembling petals 

which enfolded and drew me deep into sleep, 

a dream of etching your name  

in every corner I have ever lived or have yet to live 

until the wind 

carries me on like a seed 

to bloom in uncharted lands,  

perhaps to be reborn as the girl  

listening to stories 

in evenings reminiscent of Nicaragua  

where the scents of the newborn earth  

weave in her entrails 

the green life of the luxuriant tropics  

like me, like you, 

like the leaves we covered ourselves with 

when they wrenched us from Eden‘s paradise. 

 

Gioconda Belli (Nicaragua, 20th century)  

 

 

 

YOUR BODY IS STARS 
 

Your body is stars whose millions glitter here: 

I am lost amongst the branches of this sky 

Here is my breast, here is my nostrils, here 

Where our vast arms like streams of fire lie. 

 

How can this end?  My healing fills the night 

And hands its flags in worlds I cannot hear 

Our movements range through miles; and when we  
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The moment widening to enclose long years. 

 

Beholders of the promised dawn of truth 

The explorers of immense and simple lines,  

Here is our goal, men cried, but it was lost 

Amongst the mountain mists and mountain pines. 

 

So with this face of love, whose breathings are  

A mystery shadowed on the desert floor:  

The promise hands, this swarm of stars and flowers, 

And then the shutting of a door. 

 

Stephen Spender (England, 1909-1995) 

 

 

 

From THE GOLDEN SHOWER 
 

Here, where relumed by changing seasons, burn  

The phoenix trees of Africa in turn, 

Each from the other‘s ashes taking fire  

As swiftly to revive as to expire,  

Mimosa, jacaranda, kaffirboom, 

And tulip-tree, igniting bloom from bloom,  

While through their zodiac of flowery signs 

The flame-furred sun like some huge moth is whirled  

Circling forever, as he fades or shines, 

Around the open blossom of the world –  

All things as if to Venus‘ touch ignite  

And the grey soil is tinder to her tread 

Whence married flowers explode into the light –  

And burn with fiery pollen as they wed. 

She burns through bark and wood as flame through glass  

The dust is fuel to her warm desire 

On which, with scintillating plumes, the grass  

Runs waving like a disembodied fire: 

But we of all her splendours are most splendid  

In whom the rest are held and comprehended, 

And our clear sprites, whom rays and showers begem,  
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Burn through each other as the world through them. 

 

Though we seem merely mortal, what we are,  

Is clearly mirrored on a deathless flood. 

We change and fade: our dust is strewn afar –  

Only the ancient river of our blood, 

Rising far-off in unimagined spaces,  

Red with the silt and ruin of the past 

And churning with the strife of savage races,  

Like deep Zambezi goes on rolling past,  

Swiftens through us its energies unending,  

And reaches out, beneath the shades we cast,  

To what vast ocean of the night descending  

Or in what sunny lake at last to sleep, 

We do not know - save that it turns to foam,  

Just here, for us; its currents curl and comb  

And all its castalies in thunder leap,  

Silvering, forth into a white resilience 

Of ecstasy, whose momentary brilliance  

Must compensate eternities of sleep. 

Knowing these things, are not we lovers, then,  

Though mortal in our nature, more than men?  

Since by our senses, as by rivers, veined, 

The hills of primal memory are drained,  

And the dim summits of their frosty spars,  

Whose tops are nibbled by the grazing stars,  

Thawed by the rising noon of our desire,  

And fusing into consciousness and fire, 

Down through the sounding canyons of the soul  

Their rich alluvium of starlight roll. 

We bear to future times the secret news 

That first was whispered to the new-made earth:  

We are like worlds with nations in our thews,  

Shaped for delight, and primed for endless birth.  

We never kiss but vaster shapes possess 

Our bodies: towering up into the skies, 

We wear the night and thunder for our dress,  

While, vaster than imagination, rise 

Two giant forms, like cobras flexed to sting,  

Bending their spines in one tremendous ring  
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With all the starlight burning through their eyes,  

Fire in their loins, and on their lips the hiss 

Of breath indrawn above some steep abyss.  

When, like the sun, our heavenly desire  

Has turned this flesh into a cloud of fire 

Through which our nerves their strenuous lightnings fork,  

Eternity has blossomed in an hour 

And as we gaze upon that wondrous flower  

We think the world a beetle on its stalk. 

 

Roy Campbell (South Africa, 1901-1957) 

 

 

 

LOVE SONG (1907) 
 

 

How can I keep my soul in me, so that it doesn‘t touch your soul? 

How can I raise it high enough, past you, to other things? 

I would like to shelter it, among remote lost objects, 

in some dark and silent place that doesn‘t resonate 

when your depths resound. 

Yet everything that touches us, me and you, 

takes us together like a violin‘s bow, 

which draws one voice out of two separate strings. 

Upon what instrument are we two spanned? 

And what musician holds us in his hand? 

Oh sweetest song. 

 

Rainer Maria Rilke (Germany, 1875–1926) 
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LIE CLOSED, MY LATELY LOVED  
 

Lie closed, my lately loved, in the far bed 

At the foot of the moon, barred by sash and shade. 

Now your eyes are shells adrift in shadow, 

The fires banked. Under the furled sheets, 

The long sloop of your body swings about 

The anchor of a dream. The dark applause 

Of leaves wakes in the wind the ear makes 

When it hears no wind; the sapling bows 

Against the wall in the footlight of the moon. 

 

One hour away from sweating animals, 

Afraid to wake the children or themselves, 

We‘re locked apart, though something of your shape 

Still molds my hand. I breathe you still. 

I breathe the gross, the delicate, together. 

I build a vision from our mingled dreams. 

A heavy stallion rumbles in the straw, 

The stud for all the trembling mares. Around 

His yellow mouth hang crumbs of flowers. 

 

John Woods (USA, born 1926) 

 

 

 

LULLABY  
 

Lay your sleeping head, my love,  

Human on my faithless arm;  

Time and fevers burn away  

Individual beauty from  

Thoughtful children, and the grave  

Proves the child ephemeral: 

But in my arms till break of day  

Let the living creature lie,  

Mortal, guilty, but to me 

The entirely beautiful. 
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Soul and body have no bounds:  

To lovers as they lie upon 

Her tolerant enchanted slope  

In their ordinary swoon,  

Grave the vision Venus sends  

Of supernatural sympathy,  

Universal love and hope;  

While an abstract insight wakes  

Among the glaciers and the rocks  

The hermit‘s carnal ecstasy. 

 

Certainty, fidelity 

On the stroke of midnight pass  

Like vibrations of a bell 

And fashionable madmen raise  

Their pedantic boring cry:  

Every farthing of the cost, 

All the dreaded cards foretell,  

Shall be paid, but from this night  

Not a whisper, not a thought,  

Not a kiss nor look be lost. 

 

Beauty, midnight, vision dies:  

Let the winds of dawn that blow  

Softly round your dreaming head  

Such a day of welcome show 

Eye and knocking heart may bless,  

Find our mortal world enough;  

Noons of dryness find you fed 

By the involuntary powers,  

Nights of insult let you pass  

Watched by every human love. 

 

Wystan Hugh Auden (England, 1907-1973) 
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THE GOOD MORROW 
 

I wonder by my troth, what thou, and I 

Did, till we loved? were we not weaned till then, 

But sucked on country pleasures, childishly? 

Or snorted we in the seven sleepers‘ den? 

Twas so; but this, all pleasures fancies be. 

If ever any beauty I did see, 

Which I desired, and got, ‗twas but a dream of thee. 

 

And now good morrow to our waking souls, 

Which watch not one another out of fear; 

For love, all love of other sights controls, 

And makes one little room, an every where. 

Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone, 

Let maps to others, worlds on worlds have shown, 

Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is one. 

 

My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears, 

And true plain hearts do in the faces rest, 

Where can we find two better hemispheres 

Without sharp north, without declining west? 

 What ever dies, was not mixed equally; 

If our two loves be one, or, thou and I 

Love so alike, that none do slacken, none can die. 

 

John Donne 

 

 

 

THE DANCING SERPENT 
 

How I adore, dear indolent,  

Your lovely body, when 

Like silken cloth it shimmers 

Your sleek and glimmering skin!  

 

Within the ocean of your hair, 
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All pungent with perfumes,  

A fragrant and a wayward sea  

Of waves of browns and blues, 

 

Like a brave ship awakening  

To winds at break of day, 

My dreamy soul sets forth on course  

For skies so far away. 

Your eyes, where nothing is revealed,  

The bitter nor the sweet, 

Are two cold stones, in which the tinctures  

Gold and iron meet. 
 

Viewing the rhythm of your walk,  

Beautifully dissolute, 

One seems to see a serpent dance  

Before a wand and flute. 

 

Your childlike head lolls with the weight  

Of all your idleness, 

And sways with all the slackness of  

A baby elephant‘s, 

And your lithe body bends and stretches  

Like a splendid barque 

That rolls from side to side and wets  

With seas its tipping yards. 

As when the booming glaciers thaw  

They swell the waves beneath, 

When your mouth‘s water floods into 

 The borders of your teeth, 

 

I know I drink a gypsy wine,  

Bitter, subduing, tart, 

A liquid sky that strews and spangles  

Stars across my heart! 

 

Charles Baudelaire: From Les Fleurs Du Mal  
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THIS NET BINDS ME TIGHT 
 

This net binds me tight  

a Ulysses to his mast 

to where a bank of treacherous seaweed  

obstructs my line of flight. 

My tongue aches with a thirst 

not like that thirst wherein I have to seize you  

like the blinding hurricane. 

No rope can hold me now, 

nor can turbid reefs restrain me.  

I am a perfect shaft of light, 

I burn within a sunflower  

delirious with desire. 

My blood rises 

in an adolescent rush. 

I bring a golden orchid to lay upon your genitals.  

No rushing rivers in flood no saltwater torrents 

can longer interrupt my flight. I‘m to drink the sea 

you hold within you, snatch the goblet 

filled with milk of the hearth-gods, the cottony snow 

of light-bright sheets. 

 

You cloak your back with the sky.  

You between my back and the sky. 

 

Ana Istaru (Costa Rica, 20th century)  

 

 

 

MADONNA OF THE  
EVENING FLOWERS  
 

All day long I have been working, 

Now I am tired. 

I call: ―Where are you?‖ 

But there is only the oak tree rustling in the wind. 

The house is very quiet, 
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The sun shines in on your books, 

On your scissors and thimble just put down, 

But you are not there. 

Suddenly I am lonely: 

Where are you? 

I go about searching. 

 

Then I see you, 

Standing under a spire of pale blue larkspur, 

With a basket of roses on your arm. 

You are cool, like silver, 

And you smile, 

I think the Canterbury bells are playing little tunes. 

 

You tell me that the peonies need spraying, 

That the columbines have overrun all bounds, 

That the pyrus japonica should be cut back and rounded. 

You tell me these things. 

But I look at you, heart of silver, 

White heart-flame of polished silver, 

Bunting beneath the blue steeples of the larkspur. 

And I long to kneel instantly at your feet, 

While all about us peal the loud, sweet Te Deums of the Canterbury bells. 

 

Amy Lowell (USA, 1874-1925) 

 

 

 

From “THIRTEEN LOVE POEMS” 
 

How am I poor tonight who in this brilliance 

name every star and tell them into your small ear,  

that that one shell 

holds cornucopia and 

universe out of its counting? 

 

How poor tonight who talk. 

and watch the dreams replace 

the dreams, along your face?  
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Between my words your thought,  

between my hands your face, 

run in the click of triple dice 

that have the golden number caught 

 

forever on their gleaming bone.  

And poor tonight who mount  

with kisses lips that kiss again?  

Remain unkissable the twice  

same over?  Kiss and again  

and let the firstling perish  

when the second joins. 

 

And poor tonight. 

Because the star is rainwashed;  

your ear empty of my voice;  

and if you dream you make that  

fiction from a matter never mine.  

Your lips kiss nothing but  

themselves: and mine 

make lonely company with words. 

 

Christopher Logue (England: born 1926) 

 

 

 

 

THE TAXI 
 

When I go away from you  

The world seems dead  

Like a slackened drum.  

I call out for you against the jutted stars  

And shout into the ridges of the wind.  

Streets coming fast,  

One after the other,  

Wedge you away from me,  

And the lamps of the city prick my eyes  

So that I can no longer see your face.  
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Why should I leave you,  

To wound myself upon the sharp edges of the night? 

 

Amy Lowell (USA, 1874-1925)  

 

 

 

TACTICS 
 

Soho is finished. You walk past a drunk  

In a doorway sleeping with six plastic bags.  

He wears one orange sock and no shoes. 

So you take the last tube and then walk.  

Silence and the perfume of engines.  

Somewhere a scream. Glass fractures. 

Or the guttural taxis absorbed with leaving.  

Then silence. All night. Once you heard 

A child cry out in her sleep. 

You wake to a typewriter uncovered.  

Light freezing the windows. 

Like coming home to a dictated burglary.  

Plants closed into themselves as before.  

The carpet untouched. What is lost? 

An address book? That sheaf of papers  

You whispered to yesterday? 

And you search but the place is unfingered.  

Some hour with no name. The fridge  

Fallen silent. You waste in this 

Permafrost kitchen. So white your teeth ache.  

No redemption. No cigarettes either. 

Soon will come buses. Sanity as big as  

Elephants. 

 

Sarah Maguire (England, born 1957) 
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SKIP  
 

Fridges sprout  

on street corners,  

a cubic fungus. 

 

You plunder their magnets,  

pod them from slit plastic  

into my hands. 

 

Like your shy gifts  

of coat-hangers, 

the cut-offs from carpets,  

 

or three stumps of marble:  

a fractured table-top 

became a frieze of ochre and rose –  

 

you propped the sierra 

against my door. Later  

I opened my toe on it  

and I watched you take  

the wound in your mouth.  

Grateful. 

 

Sarah Maguire (England, born 1957) 

 

 

 

WHAT YOU ARE 

 

you are the cat‘s paw 

among the silence of midnight goldfish 

 

you are the waves 

which cover my feet like cold eiderdowns 

 

you are the teddybear (as good as new) 
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found beside a road accident 

 

you are the lost day 

in the life of a child murderer 

 

you are the green 

whose depths I cannot fathom 

 

you are the clean sword 

that slaughtered the first innocent 

 

you are the drop of dew on a petal 

before the clouds weep blood 

 

you are the wind caught on barbedwire 

and crying out against war 

 

you are the apple for teacher 

left in a damp cloakroom 

 

you are the litmus leaves 

quivering on the suntan trees 

 

you are the ivy 

which muffles my walls 

 

you are the first footprints in the sand 

on bankholiday morning 

 

you are the suitcase full of limbs 

waiting in a leftluggage office 

to be collected like an orphan 

 

you are a derelict canal 

where the tincans whistle no tunes 

 

you are the bleakness of winter before the cuckoo 

catching its feathers on a thornbush 

heralding spring 
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you are the stillness of Van Gogh 

before he painted the yellow vortex of his last sun 

 

you are the still grandeur of the Lusitania 

before she tripped over the torpedo 

and laid a world war of american dead 

at the foot of the blarneystone 

 

you are the distance 

between Hiroshima and Calvary 

measured in mother‘s kisses 

 

you are the distance 

between the accident and the telephone box 

measured in heartbeats 

 

you are the distance 

between advertising and neuroses 

measured in phallic symbols 

 

you are the distance 

between you and me 

measured in tears 

 

you are the moment 

before the noose clenched its fist 

and the innocent man cried: treason 

 

you are the moment 

before the warbooks in the public library 

turned into frogs and croaked khaki obscenities 

 

you are the moment 

before the buspeople turned into teeth 

and chewed the inspector 

for no other reason than he was doing his duty 

 

you are the moment 

before the flowers turned into plastic and melted 

in the heat of the burning cities 
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you are the moment 

before the blindman puts on his dark glasses 

 

you are the moment 

before the subconscious begged to be left in peace 

 

you are the moment 

before the world was made flesh 

 

you are the moment 

before the clocks had nervous breakdowns 

and refused to keep pace with man's madness 

 

you are the moment 

before the cattle were herded together like men 

 

you are the moment 

before God forgot His lines 

 

you are the moment 

before the poem passed peacefully away at dawn 

like a monarch 

 

  Roger McGough (England, born 1937) 

 

 

ICE AND FIRE  
 

My love is like to ice, and I to fire: 

How comes it then that this her cold so great 

Is not dissolved through my so hot desire, 

But harder grows the more I her entreat? 

Or how comes it that my exceeding heat 

Is not allayed by her heart-frozen cold, 

But that I burn much more in boiling sweat, 

And feel my flames augmented manifold? 

What more miraculous thing may be told, 

That fire, which all things melts, should harden ice, 
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And ice, which is congeal‘d with senseless cold, 

Should kindle fire by wonderful device? 

Such is the power of love in gentle mind, 

That it can alter all the course of kind. 

 

Edmund Spenser 

 

 

 

THE LADY’S DRESSING ROOM 
 

Five hours, (and who can do it less in?) 

By haughty Celia spent in dressing; 

The goddess from her chamber issues, 

Arrayed in lace, brocades, and tissues. 

 

Strephon, who found the room was void 

And Betty otherwise employed, 

Stole in and took a strict survey 

Of all the litter as it lay; 

Whereof, to make the matter clear, 

An inventory follows here. 

 

And first a dirty smock appeared, 

Beneath the arm-pits well besmeared. 

Strephon, the rogue, displayed it wide 

And turned it round on every side. 

On such a point few words are best, 

And Strephon bids us guess the rest; 

And swears how damnably the men lie 

In calling Celia sweet and cleanly. 

Now listen while he next produces 

The various combs for various uses, 

Filled up with dirt so closely fixt, 

No brush could force a way betwixt. 

A paste of composition rare, 

Sweat, dandruff, powder, lead and hair; 

A forehead cloth with oil upon‘t 

To smooth the wrinkles on her front. 
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Here alum flower to stop the steams 

Exhaled from sour unsavory streams; 

There night-gloves made of Tripsy‘s hide, 

Bequeath‘d by Tripsy when she died, 

With puppy water, beauty‘s help, 

Distilled from Tripsy‘s darling whelp; 

Here gallypots and vials placed, 

Some filled with washes, some with paste, 

Some with pomatum, paints and slops, 

And ointments good for scabby chops. 

Hard by a filthy basin stands, 

Fouled with the scouring of her hands; 

The basin takes whatever comes, 

The scrapings of her teeth and gums, 

A nasty compound of all hues, 

For here she spits, and here she spews. 

But oh! it turned poor Strephon‘s bowels, 

When he beheld and smelt the towels, 

Begummed, besmattered, and beslimed 

With dirt, and sweat, and ear-wax grimed. 

No object Strephon‘s eye escapes: 

Here petticoats in frowzy heaps; 

Nor be the handkerchiefs forgot 

All varnished o‘er with snuff and snot. 

The stockings, why should I expose, 

Stained with the marks of stinking toes; 

Or greasy coifs and pinners reeking, 

Which Celia slept at least a week in? 

A pair of tweezers next he found 

To pluck her brows in arches round, 

Or hairs that sink the forehead low, 

Or on her chin like bristles grow. 

 

The virtues we must not let pass, 

Of Celia‘s magnifying glass. 

When frighted Strephon cast his eye on‘t 

It shewed the visage of a giant. 

A glass that can to sight disclose 

The smallest worm in Celia‘s nose, 

And faithfully direct her nail 
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To squeeze it out from head to tail; 

(For catch it nicely by the head, 

It must come out alive or dead.) 

 

Why Strephon will you tell the rest? 

And must you needs describe the chest? 

That careless wench! no creature warn her 

To move it out from yonder corner; 

But leave it standing full in sight 

For you to exercise your spite. 

In vain, the workman shewed his wit 

With rings and hinges counterfeit 

To make it seem in this disguise 

A cabinet to vulgar eyes; 

For Strephon ventured to look in, 

Resolved to go through thick and thin; 

He lifts the lid, there needs no more: 

He smelt it all the time before. 

As from within Pandora‘s box, 

When Epimetheus oped the locks, 

A sudden universal crew 

Of humane evils upwards flew, 

He still was comforted to find 

That Hope at last remained behind; 

So Strephon lifting up the lid 

To view what in the chest was hid, 

The vapours flew from out the vent. 

But Strephon cautious never meant 

The bottom of the pan to grope 

And foul his hands in search of Hope. 

O never may such vile machine 

Be once in Celia‘s chamber seen! 

O may she better learn to keep 

―Those secrets of the hoary deep‖! 

 

As mutton cutlets, prime of meat, 

Which, though with art you salt and beat 

As laws of cookery require 

And toast them at the clearest fire, 

If from adown the hopeful chops 
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The fat upon the cinder drops, 

To stinking smoke it turns the flame 

Poisoning the flesh from whence it came; 

And up exhales a greasy stench 

For which you curse the careless wench; 

So things which must not be exprest, 

When plumpt into the reeking chest, 

Send up an excremental smell 

To taint the parts from whence they fell, 

The petticoats and gown perfume, 

Which waft a stink round every room. 

Thus finishing his grand survey, 

Disgusted Strephon stole away 

Repeating in his amorous fits, 

Oh! Celia, Celia, Celia shits! 

 

But vengeance, Goddess never sleeping, 

Soon punished Strephon for his peeping: 

His foul Imagination links 

Each dame he see with all her stinks; 

And, if unsavory odors fly, 

Conceives a lady standing by. 

All women his description fits, 

And both ideas jump like wits 

By vicious fancy coupled fast, 

And still appearing in contrast. 

I pity wretched Strephon blind 

To all the charms of female kind. 

Should I the Queen of Love refuse 

Because she rose from stinking ooze? 

To him that looks behind the scene 

Satira‘s but some pocky queen. 

When Celia in her glory shows, 

If Strephon would but stop his nose 

(Who now so impiously blasphemes 

Her ointments, daubs, and paints and creams, 

Her washes, slops, and every clout 

With which he makes so foul a rout), 

He soon would learn to think like me 

And bless his ravished sight to see 
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Such order from confusion sprung, 

Such gaudy tulips raised from dung. 

 

Jonathan Swift  

(―Strephon‖ is an Arcadian yokel: a Country Bumpkin) 

 

 

 

The Reasons that Induced Dr S to 
Write a Poem Call'd the Lady's 
Dressing Room 
 

The Doctor in a clean starch‘d band,  

His Golden Snuff box in his hand,  

With care his Di‘mond Ring displays  

And Artfull shews its various Rays,  

While Grave he stalks down -- -- Street  

His dearest Betty -- to meet.  

Long had he waited for this Hour,  

Nor gain‘d Admittance to the Bower,  

Had jok‘d and punn‘d, and swore and writ,  

Try‘d all his Galantry and Wit,  

Had told her oft what part he bore  

In Oxford‘s Schemes in days of yore,  

But Bawdy, Politicks nor Satyr  

Could move this dull hard-hearted Creature.  

Jenny her Maid could taste a Rhyme  

And greiv‘d to see him lose his Time,  

Had kindly whisper‘ 

d in his Ear,  

For twice two pound you enter here,  

My lady vows without that Summ  

It is in vain you write or come.  

The Destin‘d Offering now he brought  

And in a paradise of thought  

With a low Bow approach‘d the Dame  

Who smileing heard him preach his Flame.  

His Gold she takes (such proofes as these  
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Convince most unbeleiving shees)  

And in her trunk rose up to lock it  

(Too wise to trust it in her pocket)  

And then return‘d with Blushing Grace  

Expects the Doctor‘s warm Embrace.  

But now this is the proper place  

Where morals Stare me in the Face  

And for the sake of fine Expression  

I'm forc‘d to make a small digression.  

Alas for wretched Humankind,  

With Learning Mad, with wisdom blink!  

The Ox thinks he‘s for Saddle fit  

(As long ago Freind Horace writ)  

And Men their Talents still mistakeing,  

The stutterer fancys his is speaking.  

With Admiration oft we see  

Hard Features heighten‘d by Toupée,  

The Beau affects the Politician,  

Wit is the citizen‘s Ambition,  

Poor Pope Philosophy displays on  

With so much Rhime and little reason,  

And thô he argues ne'er so long  

That, all is right, his Head is wrong.  

None strive to know their proper merit  

But strain for Wisdom, Beauty, Spirit,  

And lose the Praise that is their due  

While they‘ve th‘impossible in view.  

So have I seen the Injudicious Heir  

To add one Window the whole House impair.  

Instinct the Hound does better teach  

Who never undertook to preach,  

The frighted Hare from Dogs does run  

But not attempts to bear a Gun.  

Here many Noble thoughts occur  

But I prolixity abhor,  

And will persue th‘instructive Tale  

To shew the Wise in some things fail.  

The Reverend Lover with surprize  

Peeps in her Bubbys, and her Eyes,  

And kisses both, and trys - and trys.  
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The Evening in this Hellish Play,  

Beside his Guineas thrown away,  

Provok‘d the Preist to that degree  

he swore, the Fault is not in me.  

Your damn‘d Close stool so near my Nose,  

Your Dirty Smock, and Stinking Toes  

Would make a Hercules as tame  

As any Beau that you can name.  

The nymph grown Furious roar‘d by God  

The blame lyes all in Sixty odd  

And scornfull pointing to the door  

Cry‘d, Fumbler see my Face no more.  

With all my Heart I‘ll go away  

But nothing done, I‘ll nothing pay.  

Give back the Money - How, cry‘d she,  

[I lock‘d it in the Trunk stands there  

And break it open if you dare.]  

Would you palm such a cheat on me!  

For poor 4 pound to roar and bellow,  

Why sure you want some new Prunella?  

[What if your Verses have not sold,  

Must therefore I return your Gold?  

Perhaps you have no better Luck in  

The Knack of Rhyming than of fucking 

I won‘t give back one single Crown,  

To wash your Band, or turn your Gown.]  

I'll be reveng‘d you saucy Quean  

(Replys the disapointed Dean)  

I‘ll so describe your dressing room  

The very Irish shall not come.  

She answer‘d short, I‘m glad you‘l write,  

You‘l furnish paper when I shite. 

 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu 

(The glorious, exuberant spelling is authentic) 
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TWAT 
 

Like a Night Club in the morning, you‘re the bitter end.  

Like a recently disinfected shit-house, you‘re clean round the bend.  

You give me the horrors 

too bad to be true  

All of my tomorrow‘s 

are lousy coz of you. 

You put the Shat in Shatter 

Put the Pain in Spain 

Your germs are splattered about 

Your face is just a stain 

 

You‘re certainly no raver, commonly known as a drag. 

Do us all a favour, here... wear this polythene bag. 

 

You‘re like a dose of scabies, 

I‘ve got you under my skin. 

You make life a fairy tale... Grimm. 

 

People mention murder, the moment you arrive. 

I‘d consider killing you if I thought you were alive. 

You‘ve got this slippery quality, 

it makes me think of phlegm, 

and a dual personality 

I hate both of them. 

 

Your bad breath, vamps disease, destruction, and decay. 

Please, please, please, please, take yourself away. 

Like a death a birthday party, 

you ruin all the fun. 

Like a sucked and spat our smartie, 

you‘re no use to anyone. 

Like the shadow of the guillotine 

on a dead consumptive‘s face. 

Speaking as an outsider, 

what do you think of the human race 
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You went to a progressive psychiatrist. 

He recommended suicide... 

before scratching your bad name off his list, 

and pointing the way outside. 

 

You hear laughter breaking through, it makes you want to fart. 

You‘re heading for a breakdown, 

better pull yourself apart. 

 

Your dirty name gets passed about when something goes amiss. 

Your attitudes are platitudes, 

just make me wanna piss. 

 

What kind of creature bore you 

Was is some kind of bat 

They can‘t find a good word for you, 

but I can...  

TWAT. 

 

John Cooper Clarke 

 

 

 

“NO, THANK YOU, JOHN” 
 

I never said I loved you, John:  

Why will you tease me day by day,  

And wax a weariness to think upon  

With always ―do‖ and pray‖? 

 

You know I never loved you, John;  

No fault of mine made me your toast:  

Why will you taunt me with a face as wan  

As shows an hour-old ghost?   

 

I dare say Meg or Moll would take  

Pity upon you, if you‘d ask:  

And pray don‘t remain single for my sake  

Who can‘t perform that task.  



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 253 

 

I have no heart? – Perhaps I have not;  

But then you‘re mad to take offence  

That I don‘t give you what I have not got:  

Use your own common sense. 

 

Let bygones be bygones:  

Don‘t call me false, who owed not to be true:  

I‘d rather answer ―No‖ to fifty Johns  

Than answer ―Yes‖ to you.  

 

Let‘s mar our pleasant days no more,  

Song-birds of passage, days of youth:  

Catch at today, forget the days before  

I‘ll wink at your untruth.   

 

Let us strike hands at hearty friends;  

No more, no less; and friendship‘s good:  

Only don‘t keep in view ulterior ends,  

And points not understood. 

 

In open treaty.  Rise above  

Quibbles and shuffling off and on:  

Here‘s friendship for you if you like; but love, -  

No, thank you, John. 

 

Christina Rossetti 

 

 

 

YOU AND I 
 

I explain quietly. You 

hear me shouting.   You 

try a new track.  I 

feel old wounds reopen. 

 

You see both sides.  I  

see your blinkers.  I 
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am placatory.  You  

sense a new selfishness. 

 

I am a dove.  You  

recognize the hawk.  You  

offer an olive branch.  I  

feel the thorns. 

 

You bleed.  I  

see crocodile tears.  I  

withdraw.  You  

reel from the impact. 

 

Roger McGough (England, born 1937) 

 

 

 

DAWN WALKERS 
 

Anxious eyes loom down the damp-black streets  

Pale staring girls who are walking away hard 

From beds where love went wrong or died or turned away,  

Treading their misery beneath another day 

Stamping to work into another morning. 

 

In all our youths there must have been some time  

When the cold dark has stiffened up the wind  

But suddenly, like a sail stiffening with wind,  

Carried the vessel on, stretching the ropes, glad of it. 

 

But listen to this now: this I saw one morning. 

I saw a young man running, for a bus I thought,  

Needing to catch it on this murky morning 

Dodging the people crowding to work or shopping early.  

And all heads stopped and turned to see how he ran 

To see would he make it, the beautiful strong young man.  

Then I noticed a girl running after, calling out ‗John‘. 

He must have left his sandwiches I thought. 

But she screamed ‗John wait‘. He heard her and ran faster 
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Using his muscled legs and studded boots. 

We knew she‘d never reach him. ‗Listen to me John. 

Only once more‘ she cried. ‗For the last time, John, please wait,  

please listen.‘ 

He gained the corner in a spurt and she  

Sobbing and hopping with her red hair loose  

(Made way for by the respectful audience)  

Followed on after, but not to catch him now.  

Only that there was nothing left to do. 

 

The street closed in and went on with its day. 

A worn old man standing in the heat from the baker‘s  

Said ‗Surely to God the bastard could have waited‘. 

 

Jenny Joseph (England, born 1932) 

 

 

 

THE PARTITION OF THE OPERA 
 

There was a secret word  

At the stage-door. 

So I hid in a bunch of flowers.  

I went step after step. 

The building was veined  

With ropes and infested  

With spectacled men, 

Spatter-dressed men with press cards.  

It was auction. 

All call and response. 

I crept behind cottons and silks,  

I made like a coathanger. 

I saw the breathing on, 

And the great man slip away  

And sit the same. 

And there was luggage blooming  

From the air, and train tickets,  

And they had words. 

Oh I was fit to shrivel up 
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Crawl into a hole in the ground.  

They flashed her from all angles  

On her splendid exit. 

She went to emulsion, 

To crystals, and to a thousand dots. 

 

Paul May (born Aberdeen, 1963) 

 

 

 

BLUE GIRLS 
 

Twirling your blue skirts, travelling the sward  

Under the towers of your seminary, 

Go listen to your teachers old and contrary  

Without believing a word. 

 

Tie the white fillets then about your hair  

And think no more of what will come to pass  

Than bluebirds that go walking on the grass  

And chattering on the air. 

 

Practise your beauty, blue girls, before it fail;  

And I will cry with my loud lips and publish  

Beauty which all our power shall never establish,  

It is so frail. 

 

For I could tell you a story which is true;  

I know a woman with a terrible tongue,  

Blear eyes fallen from blue, 

All her perfections tarnished - yet it is not long  

Since she was lovelier than any of you. 

 

John Crowe Ransom (USA, 1888-1974) 
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BALLADE AT THIRTY-FIVE 
 

This, no song of an ingénue,  

This, no ballad of innocence; 

This, the rhyme of a lady who  

Followed ever her natural bents   

This; a solo of sapience, 

This, a chantey of sophistry,  

This, the sum of experiments –  

I loved them until they loved me. 

 

Decked in garments of sable hue,  

Daubed with ashes of myriad Lents. 

Wearing shower bouquets of rue,  

Walk I ever in penitence. 

Oft I roam, as my heart repents.  

Through God‘s acre of memory,  

Marking stones, in my reverence. 

―I loved them until they loved me.‖ 

 

Pictures pass me in long review –  

Marching columns of dead events. 

I was tender and, often, true;  

Ever a prey to coincidence.  

Always knew I the consequence; 

Always saw what the end would be.  

We‘re as Nature has made us - hence  

I loved them until they loved me. 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA: 1893-1967). From Enough Rope 
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SUMMARY 
 

Every love‘s the love before  

In a duller dress. 

That‘s the measure of my lore –  

Here‘s my bitterness:  

Would I knew a little more 

Or very much less! 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA: 1893-1967). From Death And Taxes 

 

 

 

EPIGRAM 
 

If all the harm that women do  

Were put into a barrel  

and taken out to sea at Looe  

Why, men would never quarrel. 

 

Hilaire Belloc (France-UK, 1870-1953) 

 

 

FROM MY AMERICAN PERIOD 

 

Point is friend, you & I 

we don‘t go much further together. 

 

Either the whisky dislikes us 

or we smoke different brands. 

 

And the landscape‘s brutal, repetitious 

with no deposit on the empties. 

 

Or maybe just my horse 

Don‘t like your horse. 

 

  Ken Smith (England, 1938-2003) 
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STATIC 
 

The storm shakes out its sheets  

against the darkening window: 

the glass flinches under thrown hail.  

Unhinged, the television slips its hold,  

streams into black and white 

then silence, as the lines go down. 

Her postcards stir on the shelf, tip over;  

the lights of Calais trip out one by one. 

 

He cannot tell her 

how the geese scull back at twilight,  

how the lighthouse walks its beam  

across the trenches of the sea. 

He cannot tell her how the open night  

swings like a door without her, 

how he is the lock and she is the key. 

 

Robin Robertson (Scotland, 20
th

 century) 

 

 

 

THEY EAT OUT 
 

In restaurants we argue 

over which of us will pay for your funeral 

 

though the real question is 

whether or not I will make you immortal. 

 

At the moment only I  

can do it and so 

 

I raise the magic fork 

over the plate of beef fried rice 

 

and plunge it into your heart.  
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There is a faint pop, a sizzle 

 

and through your own split head  

you rise up glowing; 

 

the ceiling opens 

a voice sings Love Is A Many 

 

Splendoured Thing 

you hang suspended above the city  

 

in blue tights and a red cape, 

your eyes flashing in unison.  

 

The other diners regard you 

some with awe, some only with boredom:  

 

they cannot decide if you are a new weapon  

or only a new advertisement. 

 

As for me, I continue eating; 

I liked you better the way you were,  

but you were always ambitious. 

 

After the agony in the guest  

bedroom, you lying by the  

overturned bed  

your face uplifted, neck propped  

against the windowsill, my arm  

under you, cold moon  

shining down through the window 

  

wine mist rising  

around you, an almost-  

visible halo  

 

You say, Do you  

love me, do you love me  

 

I answer you:  
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I stretch your arms out  

one to either side,  

your head slumps forward.  

 

Later I take you home  

in a taxi, and you  

are sick in the bathtub 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 

 

 

 

THE MUTES  
 

Those groans men use  

passing a woman on the street  

or on the steps of the subway  

 

to tell her she is a female  

and their flesh knows it,  

 

are they a sort of tune,  

an ugly enough song, sung   

by a bird with a slit tongue  

 

but meant for music? 

Or are they the muffled roaring 

of deafmutes trapped in a building that is  

slowly filling with smoke? 

 

Perhaps both. 

 

Such men most often 

look as if groan were all they could do,  

yet a woman, in spite of herself, 

 

knows it‘s a tribute: 

if she were lacking all grace  

they‘d pass her in silence: 
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so it‘s not only to say she‘s  

a warm hole.  It‘s a word 

 

in grief-language, nothing to do with  

primitive, not an ur-language;  

language stricken, sickened, cast down 

 

in decrepitude. She wants to  

throw the tribute away, disgusted, and can‘t, 

 

it goes on buzzing in her ear, 

it changes the pace of her walk, 

the torn posters in echoing corridors 

 

spell it out, it 

quakes and gnashes as the train comes in.  

Her pulse sullenly 

 

had picked up speed, 

but the cars slow down and 

jar to a stop while her understanding 

 

keeps on translating: 

‗Life after life after life goes by 

without poetry, without seemliness,  

without love.‘ 

 

Denise Levertov (UK-USA, born 1923) 

 

 

 

LADY OF MIRACLES  
 
Since you walked out on me  

I‘m getting lovelier by the hour.  

I glow like a corpse in the dark.  

No one sees how round and sharp  

my eyes have grown 
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how my carcass looks like a glass urn,  

how I hold up things in the rags of my hands,  

the way I can stand though crippled by lust.  

No, there‘s just your cruelty circling  

my head like a bright rotting halo.  

 

Nina Cassian  (Romania, born 1924) 

Translated from the Romanian by Laura Schiff  

 

 

 

RAPE 
 

canny bord ower there 

sharrap man yi think i nowt but tarts 

 

divin na though 

wouden mind a bash arrit 

 

hoo pet can a tek yi yem?  

am a big strong lad 

al luk after yi 

 

a na ya not owld inuff ti suck a dummy 

 

hoo lads tommys scored 

whats ya name pet  

howear gis a kiss  

gis a bit feel pet 

di yi fancy a meat injectin?  

well jump on the end i this  

 

suck me plums 

gis a suck off 

 

o yi commin fora walk wis?  

will gan ower the quarry 

a nas a shortcut 
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leave is alen 

 

sharrap or al belt yi 

 

grab a 

gis a bit feel pull a doon 

lets have a bit tit howear man am forst 

am warnin yis al git the coppas 

 

sharrap or al kick ya teeth in  

 

pull a doon 

 

rip a skort off 

hurry up an stuff it tom  

its me next 

 

are man quick 

stick it in the get 

howld a doon 

shi winnit keep still 

well hit the twat 

please keep still pet an a winnit be a minit 

go on man go on 

a-a-r-r-r thatsnice 

 

howear well 

its me next. 

 

Tom Pickard (Scotland, born 1946) 
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FABLE OF THE MERMAID  
AND THE DRUNKS 
 

All these men were there inside 

when she entered, utterly naked. 

They had been drinking, and began to spit at her. 

Recently come from the river, she understood nothing. 

She was a mermaid who had lost her way. 

The taunts flowed over her glistening flesh. 

Obscenities drenched her golden breasts. 

A stranger to tears, she did not weep. 

A stranger to clothes, she did not dress. 

They pocked her with cigarette ends and with burnt corks, 

and rolled on the tavern floor with laughter. 

She did not speak, since speech was unknown to her. 

Her eyes were the colour of faraway love, 

her arms were matching topazes. 

Her lips moved soundlessly in coral light, 

and ultimately she left by that door. 

Scarcely had she entered the river than she was cleansed, 

gleaming once more like a white stone in the rain; 

and without a backward look, she swam once more, 

swam toward nothingness, swam to her dying. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

From Estravagario (1958), translated by Alastair Reid 

 

 

 

PORTRAIT OF A  
YOUNG GIRL RAPED  
AT A SUBURBAN PARTY 
 

And after this quick bash in the dark  

You will rise and go 

Thinking of how empty you have grown 

And of whether all the evening‘s care in front of mirrors  
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And the younger boys disowned 

Led simply to this. 

 

Confined to what you are expected to be  

By what you are 

Out in this frozen garden  

You shiver and vomit 

Frightened, drunk among trees, 

You wonder at how those acts that called for tenderness 

Were far from tender. 

 

Now you have left your titterings about love  

And your childishness behind you 

Yet still far from being old  

You spew up among flowers  

And in the warm stale rooms  

The party continues. 

 

It seems you saw some use in moving away  

From that group of drunken lives 

Yet already ten minutes pregnant 

In twenty thousand you might remember  

This party 

This dull Saturday evening 

When planets rolled out of your eyes  

And splashed down in suburban grasses. 

 

Brian Patten (England, born 1946)  

 

 

 

NUDE DESCENDING  
A STAIRCASE 
 

Toe upon toe, a snowing flesh, 

A gold of lemon, root and rind, 

She sifts in sunlight down the stairs 

With nothing on. Nor on her mind. 
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We spy beneath the banister 

A constant thresh of thigh on thigh - 

Her lips imprint the swinging air 

That parts to let her parts go by. 

 

One-woman waterfall, she wears 

Her slow descent like a long cape 

And pausing, on the final stair 

Collects her motions into shape. 

 
X J Kennedy (USA, born 1929) 

 

 

 

PUNISHMENT 
 

I can feel the tug 

of the halter at the nape  

of her neck, the wind  

on her naked front. 

 

It blows her nipples  

to amber beads, 

it shakes the frail rigging  

of her ribs. 

 

I can see her drowned  

body in the bog,  

the weighing stone,  

the floating rods and boughs.  

 

Under which at first  

she was a barked sapling  

that is dug up  

oak-bone, brain-firkin: 

 

her shaved head 

like a stubble of black corn,  
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her blindfold a soiled bandage,  

her noose a ring 

 

to store 

the memories of love.  

Little adulteress, 

before they punished you 

 

you were flaxen-haired,  

undernourished, and your  

tar-black face was beautiful. 

My poor scapegoat, 

 

I almost love you 

but would have cast, I know,  

the stones of silence. 

I am the artful voyeur 

 

of your brain‘s exposed  

and darkened combs,  

your muscles‘ webbing 

and all your numbered bones: 

 

I who have stood dumb  

when your betraying sisters,  

cauled in tar, 

wept by the railings, 

 

who would connive  

in civilized outrage 

yet understand the exact  

and tribal, intimate revenge. 

 

Seamus Heaney (Eire, born 1939) 
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GRAFFITI 
 

It would be painful, tedious and late  

To alter awkward monsters such as these  

To charming princes - metamorphoses  

That all good fairy tales accelerate –  

 

One kiss and, in the twinkling of an eye,  

The Calibans accepted, warts and all, 

At long last resurrected from the sty,  

So blond, so beautiful, and six feet tall. 

 

Through billboard forests, mists of lingerie,  

These track a princess unequipped to change  

Herself or them: her hair no winds derange,  

Her thighs are locked, her cleavage legendary. 

 

Lips where large allure but no response is,  

Her all too perfect body they endure 

By pencilling these bouquets of moustaches  

As love‘s own emblem, their own signature. 

 

Despite an aura vast enough to toss 

Her neon constellations through the land, 

She, in a realm too fragile to withstand  

A single hair that is superfluous, 

 

In paper palaces lies wintering, 

While these who decorate her lovely crotch  

With pubic shrubbery and with a notch,  

Unwittingly imply a sort of spring. –  

 

Such passion thwarted, such artistry released!  

O where would Beauty be without her Beast? 

 

Michael Langley (born Belfast, 1939) 
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MISS JULY GROWS OLDER 
 

How much longer can I get away  

with being so fucking cute? 

Not much longer. 

The shoes with bows, the cunning underwear  

with slogans on the crotch - Knock Here, 

and so forth - 

will have to go, along with the cat suit.  

After a while you forget 

what you really look like. 

You think your mouth is the size it was.  

You pretend not to care. 

 

When I was young I went with my hair  

hiding one eye, thinking myself daring;  

off to the movies in my jaunty pencil  

skirt and elastic cinch-belt, 

chewed gum, left lipstick 

imprints the shape of grateful, rubbery  

sighs on the cigarettes of men 

I hardly knew and didn‘t want to.  

Men were a skill, you had to have good hands, breathe into 

their nostrils, as for horses. It was something I did well,  

like playing the flute, although I don‘t. 

 

In the forests of grey stems there are standing pools,  

tarn-coloured, choked with brown leaves. 

Through them you can see an arm, a shoulder,  

when the light is right, with the sky clouded.  

The train goes past silos, through meadows,  

the winter wheat on the fields like scanty fur. 

 

I still get letters, although not many 

A man writes me, requesting true-life stories  

about bad sex. He‘s doing an anthology 

He got my name off an old calendar,  

the photo that‘s mostly bum and daisies, 

back when my skin had the golden slick  
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of fresh-spread margarine. 

Not rape, he says, but disappointment,  

more like a defeat of expectations.  

Dear Sir, I reply, I never had any 

Bad sex, that is. 

It was never the sex, it was the other things,  

the absence of flowers, the death threats,  

the eating habits at breakfast. 

I notice I‘m using the past tense. 

 

Though the vaporous cloud of chemicals that enveloped  

you like a glowing eggshell, an incense, 

doesn‘t disappear: it just gets larger  

and takes in more. You grow out  

of sex like a shrunk dress 

into your common senses, those you share  

with whatever‘s listening. The way the sun  

moves through the hours becomes important,  

the smeared raindrops 

on the window, buds 

on the roadside weeds, the sheen  

of spilled oil on a raw ditch  

filling with muddy water. 

 

Don‘t get me wrong: with the lights out  

I‘d still take on anyone 

if I had the energy to spare. 

But after a while these flesh arpeggios get boring,  

like Bach over and over; 

too much of one kind of glory. 

 

When I was all body I was lazy 

I had an easy life, and was not grateful.  

Now there are more of me. 

Don‘t confuse me with my hen-leg elbows:  

what you get is no longer 

what you see. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada: born Ottawa, 1939) 
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THE SITTER 
 

(From Vanessa Bell, Nude, c 1922-3, Tate Britain) 

 

Depressed and disagreeable and fat –  

That‘s how she saw me.  It was all she saw. 

Around her, yes, I may have looked like that. 

She hardly spoke.  She thought I was a bore. 

Beneath her gaze I couldn‘t help but slouch. 

She made me feel ashamed.  My face went red. 

I‘d rather have been posing on a couch 

For some old rake who wanted me in bed. 

Some people made me smile, they made me shine, 

They made me beautiful.  But they‘re all gone, 

Those friends, the way they saw this face of mine. 

And her contempt for me is what lives on. 

Admired, well-bred, artistic Mrs Bell, 

I hope you‘re looking hideous in Hell. 

 

Wendy Cope (England, born 1945.  

From If I Don‘t Know, published 2001)   

 

 

 

LOVE POEM TO A STRIPPER 

 

50 years ago I watched the girls 

shake it and strip 

at The Burbank and The Follies 

and it was very sad 

any very dramatic 

 

as the light turned from green to 

purple to pink 

and the music was loud and 

vibrant 

now I sit here tonight 

smoking and 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 273 

listening to classical 

music 

but I still remember some of 

their names: Darlene, Candy, Jeanette 

and Rosalie. 

 

Rosalie was the 

best, she knew how 

and we twisted in our seats and 

made sounds 

and Rosalie brough magic 

to the lonely 

so long ago. 

 

now Rosalie 

either so very old or 

so quiet under the 

earth, 

this is the pimple-faced 

kid 

who lied about his 

age 

just to watch 

you. 

 

you were good, Rosalie 

in 1935, 

good enough to remember 

now 

when the light is 

yellow 

and the nights are 
slow. 

 

Charles Bukowski (USA: 1920-1994) 

 

 

 

SUNNY PRESTATYN 
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Come To Sunny Prestatyn  

Laughed the girl on the poster,  

Kneeling up on the sand  

In tautened white satin.  

Behind her, a hunk of coast, a  

Hotel with palms  

Seemed to expand from her thighs and  

Spread breast-lifting arms.  

 

She was slapped up one day in March.  

A couple of weeks, and her face  

Was snaggle-toothed and boss-eyed;  

Huge tits and a fissured crotch  

Were scored well in, and the space  

Between her legs held scrawls  

That set her fairly astride  

A tuberous cock and balls  

 

Autographed Titch Thomas, while  

Someone had used a knife  

Or something to stab right through  

The moustached lips of her smile.  

She was too good for this life.  

Very soon, a great transverse tear  

Left only a hand and some blue.  

Now Fight Cancer is there.  

 

Philip Larkin: The Whitsun Weddings.  October? 1962. 

 
 
 
DATING  
 

The beer garden is an earth pit  

Behind a theatre. It was to be  

A community resource centre  
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But the money dried up. 

I read it in the Mercury.  

In the unhappy hour 

Predictable people from all walks  

Gather there to forge new links  

And other currencies. 

 

The speakers relay the shipping forecast  

But everyone talks of 

How time is money  

And money time. 

A nation of shopkeepers 

In dry-dock, being refitted.  

 

Maurice is a dignified minority  

No art historian he 

No casual bumboy 

Not one to mince his words. 

He gets chatting to a videogrocer  

(Something in the raincoat business)  

And between them 

Condensed failure drips  

From the tarpaulin awning.  

I am in the kitchen  

Reading labels. 

 

Helpful men have warned me  

When the milk will wear out.  

I shall chalk a similar date 

One day outside the beer garden.  

For the mad hatter 

Knew he would die 

On the tenth of the sixth. 

 

Paul May (born Aberdeen, 1963) 
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MANET’S OLYMPIA 
 

She reclines, more or less. 

Try that posture, it‘s hardly languor.  

Her right arm sharp angles. 

With her left she conceals her ambush.  

Shoes but not stockings, 

how sinister. The flower  

behind her ear is naturally  

not real, of a piece 

with the sofa‘s drapery. 

The windows (if any) are shut.  

This is indoor sin. 

Above the head of the (clothed) maid  

is an invisible voice balloon: Slut. 

 

But. Consider the body,  

unfragile, defiant, the pale nipples  

staring you right in the bull‘s-eye.  

Consider also the black ribbon  

around the neck. What‘s under it? 

A fine red threadline, where the head  

was taken off and glued back on. 

The body‘s on offer,  

but the neck‘s as far as it goes.  

This is no morsel. 

Put clothes on her and you‘d have a schoolteacher,  

the kind with the brittle whiphand. 

 

There‘s someone else in this room.  

You, Monsieur Voyeur. 

As for that object of yours 

She‘s seen those before, and better. 

 

I, the head, am the only subject  

of this picture. 

You, Sir, are furniture.  

Get stuffed. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 
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THE LINES ARE DOWN 
(To D.C.) 

 

I can‘t believe you‘ve gone,  

still, after all this time,  

I read a poem,  

see a play,  

hear music that you‘d like  

and want to phone you,  

hear your swift response. 

 

I did that once –  

Heard shrill ringing  

Echoing through empty rooms.  

 

Now I know  

your number‘s disconnected,  

dead.  

My fingers hesitate,  

what should I say 

if you should answer me?  

 

The gap between us now  

is far too wide  

for trivial chat;  

your traveller‘s tales  

too strange for telephones.  

 

And I‘m afraid  

that you might call me back. 

 

Sheila Parry (born 1933)   
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DESCHUTES RIVER 
 

This sky, for instance: 

closed, gray, 

but it has stopped snowing 

so that is something. I am 

so cold I cannot bend 

my fingers. 

Walking down to the river this morning 

we surprised a badger 

tearing a rabbit. 

Badger had a bloody nose, 

blood on its snout up to its sharp eyes: 

prowess is not to be confused 

with grace. 

 

Later, eight mallard ducks fly over 

without looking down. On the river 

Frank Sandmeyer trolls, trolls 

for steelhead. He has fished 

this river for years 

but February is the best month 

he says. 

Snarled, mittenless, 

I handle a maze of nylon. 

Far away — 

another man is raising my children, 

bedding my wife bedding my wife. 

 

Raymond Carver (USA, 1938-1988.   

From Fires, published 1983.) 
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THROUGH ALL  
YOUR ABSTRACT REASONING  
 

Coming back one evening through deserted fields  

when the birds, drowsy with sleep, 

have all but forgotten you, 

you stop, and for one moment jerk alive. 

 

Something has passed through you  

that alters and enlightens : O 

realization of what has gone and was real;  

a bleak and uncoded message whispers  

down all the nerves: 

 

‗You cared for her! For love you cared!‘ 

 

Something has passed a finger  

through all your abstract reasoning. 

From love you sheltered outside of Love but still  

the human bit leaked in, 

stunned and off-balanced you. 

 

Unprepared, struck so suddenly by another‘s identity  

how can you hold on to any revelation? 

You have moved too carefully through your life!  

- always the light within you hooded by 

your own protecting fingers. 

 

Brian Patten (England, born 1946)  

 

 

 

BUT FOR LUST 
 

But for lust we could be friends,  

On each other‘s necks could weep:  

In each other‘s arms could sleep 

In the calm the cradle lends:  
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Lends awhile, and takes away.  

But for hunger, but for fear,  

Calm could be our day and year  

From the yellow to the grey:  

 

From the gold to the grey hair,  

But for passion we could feast  

On compassion everywhere.  

 

Even in this night I know  

By the awful living dead,  

By this craving tear I shed,  

Somewhere, somewhere it is so. 

 

Ruth Pitter  (England, 1897-1992) 

 

 

 

WHEN YOU ARE OLD 
 

When you are old and grey and full of sleep,  

And nodding by the fire, take down this book,  

And slowly read, and dream of the soft look  

Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;  

 

How many loved your moments of glad grace,  

And loved your beauty with love false or true,  

But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,  

And loved the sorrows of your changing face;  

 

And bending down beside the glowing bars,  

Murmur, a little sadly, how Love fled 

And paced upon the mountains overhead 

And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.   

 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 
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WE’LL GO NO MORE A-ROVING 
 

So, we‘ll go no more a-roving  

So late into the night,  

Though the heart be still as loving,  

And the moon be still as bright. 

 

For the sword outwears its sheath,  

And the soul wears out the breast,  

And the heart must pause to breathe,  

And love itself have rest.  

 

Though the night was made for loving,  

And the day returns too soon,  

Yet we‘ll go no more a-roving  

By the light of the moon. 

 

 George Gordon, Lord Byron 
 

 

 

WHEN WE TWO PARTED 
 

When we two parted 

In silence and tears,   

Half broken-hearted, 

To sever for years, 

Pale grew thy cheek and cold,  

Colder thy kiss;  

Truly that hour foretold  

Sorrow to this! 

 

The dew of the morning  

Sunk chill on my brow;  

It felt like the warning   

Of what I feel now. 

Thy vows are all broken,  



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 282 

And light is thy fame: 

I hear thy name spoken  

And share in its shame. 

 

They name thee before me,  

A knell to mine ear; 

A shudder comes o‘er me –  

Why wert thou so dear?  

They know not I knew thee  

Who knew thee too well:  

Long, long shall I rue thee,   

Too deeply to tell. 

 

In secret we met:  

In silence I grieve 

That thy heart could forget,  

Thy spirit deceive. 

If I should meet thee  

After long years, 

How should I greet thee?  

With silence and tears. 

 

George Gordon, Lord Byron 

 

 

 

THE DECAY OF VANITY 
 

Now it is seven years since you were the Queen  

That crowned me King; and six years since your ghost  

Left your body cold in my arms as a stone. 

 

Then for three years I did heart-brokenly 

Embalm your remains; but after that 

I let your eye shrink and your body dry, 

And had forgotten whether you still hung here, 

Or had gone, with all the old junk, out onto the heap  

Where scraggy cockerels rake and stab and peer - 

Till this man loomed up with your shrunken head.  
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He, I see, by the majesty in his stride, 

Dreams he sweeps some great queen towards his bed, 

 

Yet skulks by me, swagger as he dare: 

This royal trophy, which, in a world of pride,  

Makes him your King, makes him my scavenger. 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930 -1998) 

 

 

AFTER THE END OF IT 
 

You gave and gave, 

and now you say you‘re poor.  

I‘m in your debt, you say, 

and there‘s no way to repay you  

but by my giving more. 

 

Your pound of flesh is what you must have?  

Here‘s what I‘ve saved. 

 

This sip of wine is yours,  

this sieve of laughter. Yours,  

too, these broken haloes  

from my cigarette, these coals 

that flicker when the salt wind howls  

and the letter box blinks like a loud  

eyelid over the empty floor. 

 

I‘ll send this, too, this gale between rains,  

this wild day. Its cold is so cold   

I want to break it into panes  

like new ice on a pond; then pay it  

pain by pain to your account.  

Let it freeze us both into some numb country!  

Giving and taking might be the same there.  

A future of measurement and blame  

gone in a few bitter minutes. 

 

Anne Stevenson (England-USA, born 1933) 
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NIGHTS IN THE IRON HOTEL 
 

Our beds are at a hospital distance.  

I push them together. Straw matting 

on the walls produces a Palm Beach effect:  

 

long drinks made with rum in tropical bars.  

The position of mirror and wardrobe 

recalls a room I once lived in happily. 

 

Our feelings are shorter and faster now.  

You confess a new infidelity. This time,  

a trombone player. His tender mercies… 

 

All night, we talk about separating.  

The radio wakes us with its muzak.  

In a sinister way, you call it lulling. 

 

We are fascinated by our own anaesthesia,  

our inability to function. Sex is a luxury,  

an export of healthy physical economies. 

 

The TV stays switched on all the time.  

Dizzying socialist realism for the drunks.  

A gymnast swings like a hooked fish. 
 

Prague 
 

Michael Hoffmann (born Germany, 1957) 
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WHAT’S IN A NAME? 
 

What means my name to you?  A thing to die  

As does the melancholy murmur  

Of distant waves, or of a summer,  

The forest‘s hushed nocturnal sigh. 

 

Found on a fading album page,  

Dim it will seem – and enigmatic:  

Like words traced on a tomb, a relic  

Of some long dead and vanished age.  

 

What‘s in my name?  Long since forgotten  

Erased by new, tempestuous passion, 

Of tenderness ‗twill leave you not  

The lingering and sweet impression. 

 

But in your hour of agony  

I beg you: speak it, and recall my image; 

And say, ‗He still remembers me, 

His heart alone still pays me homage.‘ 

 

Alexander Pushkin (written 1830) 

 

 

 

THE CASCADE 
 

Lovers may find similitudes 

to the sweet babbling girlish noise,  

in the inhuman crystal voice 

that calls from mountain solitudes; 

 

as that‘s but movement overlaid with water,  

a faint shining thought,  

spirit is to music wrought 

in the swift passion of a maid. 
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It is her body sings so clear,  

chanting in the woods of night;  

on Earth‘s dark precipice a white  

Prometheus, bound like water here; 

the eager Joys toward their task  

from dusky veins beat up in flocks,  

but still her curious patience mocks  

the consummation lovers ask. 

 

Lying on ferns she seems to wear  

(the silver tissue of the skin  

radiant from the fire within) 

light as her weed and shade for hair; 

rapt in communion so intense  

the nicer senses fail and she, 

sweet Phoenix, burns on Pain‘s rich tree  

in praise and prayer and frankincense. 

 

The iron beaks that seek her flesh  

vex more her lovers‘ anxious minds  

in whose dim glades each hunter finds  

his own torn spirit in the mesh. 

 

Edgell Rickword (England, 1898-1982) 

 

 

 

LAUGHTER  
  

That time you laughed   

Fell over on the floor laughing  

  

And then my laughter too caught fire  

One blaze of both our laughing  

  

Remembered across distances long after   

 

Not gone not gone not altogether   

Extinguished by the Ice Age of your death.   
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When you were living   

It lingered in the world   

Among things only put aside   

In cupboards — letters, clothes,   

Photographs taken on that journey   

We went together   

 

All now become   

On one side - yours - pure absence   

On mine, that vacuum   

Nature, we are told, abhors:   

Which now the memory of our laughing  

Rushes in to fill.  

 

  Stephen Spender (England:  

from his 1994 Collection, Dolphins) 

 
 
 

TONIGHT I CAN WRITE... 
 
Tonight I can write the saddest lines. 

 

Write, for example, ‗The night is shattered 

and the blue stars shiver in the distance.‘ 

 

The night wind revolves in the sky and sings. 

 

Tonight I can write the saddest lines. 

I loved her, and sometimes she loved me too. 

 

Through nights like this one I held her in my arms. 

I kissed her again and again under the endless sky. 

 

She loved me, sometimes I loved her too. 

How could one not have loved her great still eyes. 

 

Tonight I can write the saddest lines. 

To think that I do not have her. To feel that I have lost her. 
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To hear the immense night, still more immense without her. 

And the verse falls to the soul like dew to the pasture. 

 

What does it matter that my love could not keep her. 

The night is shattered and she is not with me. 

 

This is all. In the distance someone is singing. In the distance. 

My soul is not satisfied that it has lost her. 

 

My sight searches for her as though to go to her. 

My heart looks for her, and she is not with me. 

 

The same night whitening the same trees. 

We, of that time, are no longer the same. 

 

I no longer love her, that‘s certain, but how I loved her. 

My voice tried to find the wind to touch her hearing. 

 

Another‘s. She will be another‘s. Like my kisses before. 

Her voice. Her bright body. Her infinite eyes. 

 

I no longer love her, that‘s certain, but maybe I love her. 

Love is so short, forgetting is so long. 

 

Because through nights like this one I held her in my arms 

my soul is not satisfied that it has lost her. 

 

Though this be the last pain that she makes me suffer 

and these the last verses that I write for her. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

From Veinte Poemas de Amor, translated by W S Merwin 

 

 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 289 

AH! SUN-FLOWER 
  

Ah, Sun-flower, weary of time,  

Who countest the steps of the Sun,  

Seeking after that sweet golden clime  

Where the traveller‘s journey is done:  

 

Where the Youth pined away with desire,  

And the pale Virgin shrouded in snow  

Arise from their graves, and aspire  

Where my Sun-flower wishes to go.  

 

William Blake 

 
 

* * * 
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BARD 
 

Heroes screamed from my fingertips. 

Steel organ pipes of many statures and multiple array, 

And I was master of stops and keyboards, 

Welder of dirges and anthems. 

 

But music is only mathematics 

Falling into water  

Majestically. 

 

Note of the harp is none other than 

The discipline of the wind 

And the petal of bluebell. 

 

And sound is a long journey. 

 

Gavin Bantock (born England, 1939) 

 

 

 

THE WORD 
 

The word 

was born in the blood, 

grew in the dark body, beating, 

and flew through the lips and the mouth. 

 

Farther away and nearer 

still, still it came 

from dead fathers and from wandering races, 

from lands that had returned to stone, 

weary of their poor tribes, 

because when pain took to the roads, 

the settlements set out and arrived 

and new lands and water reunited 

to sow their word anew. 

And so, this is the inheritance - 
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this is the wavelength which connects us 

with the dead man and the dawn 

of new beings not yet come to light. 

 

Still the atmosphere quivers 

with the initial word 

dressed up 

in terror and sighing. 

It emerged 

from the darkness 

and until now there is no thunder 

that rumbles yet with all the iron 

of that word, 

the first 

word uttered - 

perhaps it was only a ripple, a drop, 

and yet its great cataract falls and falls. 

 

Later on, the word fills with meaning. 

It remained gravid and it filled up with lives. 

Everything had to do with births and sounds - 

affirmation, clarity, strength, 

negation, destruction, death - 

the verb took over all the power 

and blended existence with essence 

in the electricity of its beauty. 

 

Human word, syllable, combination 

of spread light and the fine art of the silversmith, 

hereditary goblet which gathers 

 the communications of the blood - 

here is where silence was gathered up 

in the completeness of the human word 

and, for human beings, not to speak is to die - 

language extends even to the hair, 

the mouth speaks without the lips moving - 

all of a sudden the eyes are words. 

 

I take the word and go over it 

as though it were nothing more than a human shape, 
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its arrangements awe me and I find my way 

through each variation in the spoken word - 

I utter and I am and without speaking I approach 

the limit of words and the silence. 

 

I drink to the word, raising 

a word or a shining cup, 

in it I drink 

the pure wine of language 

or inexhaustible water, 

maternal source of words, 

and cup and water and wine 

give rise to my song 

because the verb is the source 

and vivid life - it is blood, 

blood which expresses its substance 

and so implies its own unwinding – 

words give glass-quality to glass, blood to blood, 

and life to life itself. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

From Plenos Poderes, translated by Alastair Reid 

 

 

 

THE WAKING 
 

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow. 

I feel my fate in what I cannot fear. 

I learn by going where I have to go. 

We think by feeling. What is there to know? 

I hear my being dance from ear to ear. 

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow. 

Of those so close beside me, which are you? 

God bless the Ground! I shall walk softly there, 

And learn by going where I have to go. 

Light takes the Tree; but who can tell us how? 

The lowly worm climbs up a winding stair; 

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow. 
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Great Nature has another thing to do 

To you and me, so take the lively air, 

And, lovely, learn by going where to go. 

This shaking keeps me steady. I should know. 

What falls away is always. And is near. 

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow. 

I learn by going where I have to go. 

 

Theodore Roethke (USA: 1908-1963) 

 

 

ZOOM! 
 

It begins as a house, an end terrace in this case 

but it will not stop there. Soon it is an avenue 

which cambers arrogantly past the Mechanics‘ Institute, turns left  

at the main road without even looking and quickly it is 

 a town with all four major clearing banks, 

a daily paper and a football team pushing for promotion. 

 

On it goes, oblivious of the Planning Acts, the green belts, 

and before we know it it is out of our hands: city, nation, 

hemisphere, universe, hammering out in all directions until suddenly, 

mercifully, it is drawn aside through the eye of a black hole 

and bulleted into a neighbouring galaxy, emerging smaller and smoother 

than a billiard ball but weighing more than Saturn. 

 

People stop me in the street, badger me in the check-out queue 

and ask ‗What is this, this that is so small and so very smooth 

but whose mass is greater than the ringed planet?‘ 

It‘s just words I assure them. But they will not have it. 

 

Simon Armitage (England: born 1963) 

 

 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 294 

WORDS 
 

Axes 

After whose stroke the wood rings, 

And the echoes! 

Echoes travelling 

Off from the centre like horses. 

 

The sap 

Wells like tears, like the 

Water striving 

To re-establish its mirror 

Over the rock 

 

That drops and turns, 

A white skull, 

Eaten by weedy greens. 

Years later I 

Encounter them on the road - 

 

Words dry and riderless, 

The indefatigable hoof-taps. 

While 

From the bottom of the pool, fixed stars 

Govern a life. 

 

Sylvia Plath (USA, 1932-1963) 

 
 
 

VOICES 
 

Voices mute forever, or since yesterday, or just stilled;  

If you listen hard you can still catch the echo. 

Hoarse voices of those who can no longer speak,  

Voices that speak and can no longer say anything,  

Voices that think they‘re saying something,  

Voices that speak and can‘t be understood:  
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Choruses and cymbals for smuggling sense 

Into a senseless message.  

Pure hubbub to pretend  

That silence is not silence. 

A vous parle, compaings de galle: 

I speak to you, companions of revelry,  

Drunk like me on words,  

Sword-words, poison-words,  

Key-words, lockpicker-words,  

Salt-words, mask and nepenthe. 

The place we‘re going to is silent 

Or deaf.  It‘s the limbo of the lonely and the deaf.  

You‘ll have to run the last lap deaf, 

You‘ll have to run the last lap by yourself. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy: written 10 February 1981) 

 

 

 

INDOLENCE 
 

Count up those books whose pages you have read 

Moulded by water.  Wasps this paper made. 

Come.  You have taken tribute from the dead. 

Your tribute to the quick must now be paid. 

 

What lovelier tribute than to rest your head 

Beneath this birch tree which is bound to fade? 

And watch the branches quivering by a thread 

Beyond interpretation of the shade. 

 

Vernon Watkins (Wales, 1907-1967) 
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THOUGHT-FOX 
 

I imagine this midnight moment‘s forest:  

Something else is alive 

Beside the clock‘s loneliness 

And this blank page where my fingers move.  

 

Through the window I see no star:  

Something more near 

Though deeper within darkness  

Is entering the loneliness: 

 

Cold, delicately as the dark snow,  

A fox‘s nose touches twig, leaf; 

Two eyes serve a movement, that now  

And again now, and now, and now 

 

Sets neat prints into the snow  

Between trees, and warily a lame  

Shadow lags by stump and in hollow  

Of a body that is bold to come  

 

Across clearings, an eye, 

A widening deepening greenness,  

Brilliantly, concentratedly,  

Coming about its own business 

 

Till, with a sudden sharp hot stink of fox  

It enters the dark hole of the head. 

The window is starless still; the clock ticks,  

The page is printed. 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 
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DOLPHINS  

  

Happy, they leap   

Out of the surface   

Of waves reflecting   

The sun fragmented   

To broken glass   

By the stiff breeze   

Across our bows.  

  

Curving, they draw   

Curlicues   

And serifs with   

Lashed tail and fin   

Across the screen   

Of blue horizon -   

Images   

Of their delight   

Outside, displaying   

My heart within.  

  

Across this dazzling   

Mediterranean   

August morning   

The dolphins write such   

Ideograms:   

With power to wake   

Me prisoned in   

My human speech   

They sign:   

‗I AM!‘  

 

  Stephen Spender (England:  

from his 1994 collection, Dolphins) 
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CINDERELLA 
 

Cinderella is sorting her peas:  

bad ones those, good ones these,  

yes and no, no and yes. 

No cheating. No untruthfulness. 

 

From somewhere the sound of dancing.  

Somebody‘s horses are prancing.  

Somebody‘s riding in state. 
 

The slipper‘s no longer too small,  

toes have been cut off for the ball.  

This is the truth. Never doubt. 

 

Cinderella is sorting her peas:  

bad ones those, good ones these,  

yes and no, no and yes. 

No cheating. No untruthfulness. 

 

Coaches drive to the palace door  

and everybody bows before 

the self appointed bride. 

 

No blood is flowing. Just red birds  

from distant parts are clearly heard  

as, plumage ruffled, they alight. 

Cinderella is sorting her peas:  

bad ones those, good ones these,  

yes and no, no and yes. 

 

No little nuts, no prince that charms  

and we all long for mother‘s arms,  

yet there is but one hope: 

 

Cinderella is sorting her peas:  

softly as one its joints together  

with fingers gentle as a feather, 

or as one kneads the dough for bread. 
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And though it may be light as air,  

merely a song in someone's head  

a gossamer of truth is there. 

 

Cinderella is sorting her peas:  

bad ones those, good ones these,  

yes and no, no and yes, 

no cheating in this bout. 

 

She knows that she is on her own.  

No helpful pigeons; she‘s alone. 

And yet the peas, they will be sorted out. 

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech, born 1923) 

From Day Duty (1958), translated by Ewald Osers  

 

 

 

JABBERWOCKY 
 

‗Twas brillig, and the slithy toves  

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe: 

All mimsy were the borogoves,  

And the mome raths outgrabe. 

 

‗Beware the Jabberwock, my son! 

The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!  

Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun 

The frumious Bandersnatch!‘ 

 

He took his vorpal sword in hand: 

Long time the manxome foe he sought –  

So rested he by the Tumtum tree, 

And stood awhile in thought. 

 

And, as in uffish thought he stood,  

The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame,  

Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,  

And burbled as it came!  
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One, two! One, two! And through and through  

The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!  

He left it dead, and with its head  

He went galumphing back.  

 

‗And hast thou slain the Jabberwock?  

Come to my arms, my beamish boy!  

O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!‘  

He chortled in his joy. 

 

‗Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:  

All mimsy were the borogoves,  

And the mome raths outgrabe.  

 

Lewis Carroll (Charles Lutwidge Dodgson) 

 

 

 

EFFORT AT SPEECH  
BETWEEN TWO PEOPLE 
 

Speak to me. Take my hand. What are you now?  

I will tell you all. I will conceal nothing. 

When I was three, a little child read a story about a rabbit  

who died, in the story; and I crawled under a chair: 

a pink rabbit: it was my birthday, and a candle 

burnt a sore spot on my finger, and I was told to be happy 

 

Oh, grow to know me. I am not happy. I will be open:  

Now I am thinking of white sails against a sky like music, 

like glad horns blowing, and birds tilting, and an arm about me.  

There was one I loved, who wanted to live, sailing. 

 

Speak to me. Take my hand. What are you now?  

When I was nine, I was fruitily sentimental, 

fluid: and my widowed aunt played Chopin, 
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and I bent my head on the painted woodwork, and wept.  

I want now to be close to you. I would 

link the minutes of my days close, somehow, to your days.  

 

I am not happy. I will be open. 

I have liked lamps in evening corners, and quiet poems.  

There has been fear in my life. Sometimes I speculate  

On what a tragedy his life was, really. 

 

Take my hand. Fist my mind in your hand. What are you now? 

When I was fourteen, I had dreams of suicide, 

and I stood at a steep window, at sunset, hoping toward death:  

if the light had not melted clouds and plains to beauty, 

if light had not transformed that day, I would have leapt.  

I am unhappy. I am lonely. Speak to me. 

 

I will be open. I think he never loved me: 

he loved the bright beaches, the little lips of foam  

that ride small waves, he loved the veer of gulls: 

he said with a gay mouth: I love you. Grow to know me.  

 

What are you now? If we could touch one another, 

if these our separate entities could come to grips,  

clenched like a Chinese puzzle…yesterday 

I stood in a crowded street that was live with people,  

and no one spoke a word, and the morning shone.  

Everyone silent, moving…Take my hand. Speak to me.  

 

Muriel Rukeyser (USA, 1913-1980) 
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IN A FOREST OF WHISPERS 
 

  There is a blind hen 

  Pecking at a grain of gold 

  A stream so cold 

  It‘s afraid to flow 

 

  An escaped convict talking of home 

  To a withered tree 

  And death‘s favorite crow 

  Sitting in it 

 

  In a forest of whispers 

  Where a lone ant 

  Just raised on his back 

  A charred straw 

 

 Charles Simic From Walking the Black Cat (1996) 

 

 

 

WHEN MEN GOT TO THE SUMMIT 

 

Light words forsook them. 

They filled with heavy silence. 

 

Houses came to support them, 

But the hard, foursquare scriptures fractured 

And the cracks filled with rheumatism. 

 

Streets bent to the task 

Of holding it all up 

Bracing themselves, taking the strain 

Till their vertebrae slipped. 

 

The hills went on gently 

Shaking their sieve. 
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Nevertheless, for some giddy moments 

A television 

Blinked from the wolf‘s lookout. 

 

 Ted Hughes  (England, 1930-1998) 

 

 

 

SAID THE POET TO THE ANALYST 
 

My business is words. Words are like labels, 

or coins, or better, like swarming bees. 

I confess I am only broken by the sources of things; 

as if words were counted like dead bees in the attic, 

unbuckled from their yellow eyes and their dry wings. 

I must always forget how one word is able to pick 

out another, to manner another, until I have got 

something I might have said ... 

but did not. 

 

Your business is watching my words. But I 

admit nothing. I work with my best, for instance, 

when I can write my praise for a nickel machine, 

 that one night in Nevada: telling how the magic jackpot 

 came clacking three bells out, over the lucky screen. 

 But if you should say this is something it is not, 

 then I grow weak, remembering how my hands felt funny 

 and ridiculous and crowded with all 

 the believing money. 

 

Anne Sexton (USA, 1928-1974) 

 

 

 

AS OTHERS SEE US 
 

With ‗No Admittance‘ printed on my heart,  

I go abroad, and play my public part;  
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And win applause – I have no cause to be  

Ashamed of that strange self that others see. 

 

But how can I reveal to you, and you, 

My real self‘s hidden and unlovely hue? 

How can I undeceive, how end despair 

Of this intolerable make-believe? 

 

You must see with God‘s eyes, or I must wear  

My furtive failures stark upon my sleeve. 

 

Basil Dowling (New Zealand: born 1910) 

 

 

 

JOURNEY INTO THE INTERIOR 
 

In the long journey out of the self, 

There are many detours, washed-out interrupted raw places 

Where the shale slides dangerously 

And the back wheels hang almost over the edge 

At the sudden veering, the moment of turning. 

Better to hug close, wary of rubble and falling stones. 

The arroyo cracking the road, the wind-bitten buttes, the canyons, 

Creeks swollen in midsummer from the flash-flood roaring into the narrow 

valley. 

Reeds beaten flat by wind and rain, 

Grey from the long winter, burnt at the base in late summer. 

-- Or the path narrowing, 

Winding upward toward the stream with its sharp stones, 

The upland of alder and birchtrees, 

Through the swamp alive with quicksand, 

The way blocked at last by a fallen fir-tree, 

The thickets darkening, 

The ravines ugly. 

 

Theodore Roethke (USA: 1908-1963) 
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IN TROUBLE AND SHAME  
 

I look at the swaling sunset  

And wish I could go also 

Through the red doors beyond the black-purple bar,  

 

I wish that I could go 

Through the red doors where I could put off  

My shame like shoes in the porch, 

My pain like garments, 

And leave my flesh discarded lying  

Like luggage, of some departed traveller  

Gone one knows not whither. 

  

Then I would turn round, 

And seeing my cast-off body lying like lumber,  

I would laugh with joy.  

 

David Herbert Lawrence (from Amores, 1916) 

 

 

 

THE SICK ROSE 
 

O Rose thou art sick.  

The invisible worm  

That flies in the night  

In the howling storm, 

 

Has found out thy bed  

Of crimson joy: 

And his dark secret love  

Does thy life destroy. 

 

William Blake. From Songs Of Experience.  
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THE BURIED LIFE 
 

Light flows our war of mocking words, and yet, 

Behold, with tears my eyes are wet. 

I feel a nameless sadness o‘er me roll. 

 

Yes, yes, we know that we can jest, 

We know, we know that we can smile; 

But there‘s a something in this breast 

To which thy light words bring no rest, 

And thy gay smiles no anodyne. 

 

Give me thy hand, and hush awhile, 

And turn those limpid eyes on mine,               

And let me read there, love, thy inmost soul. 

 

Alas, is even Love too weak 

To unlock the heart, and let it speak? 

Are even lovers powerless to reveal 

To one another what indeed they feel? 

I knew the mass of men conceal‘d 

Their thoughts, for fear that if reveal‘d 

They would by other men be met 

With blank indifference, or with blame reprov‘d: 

I knew they liv‘d and mov‘d                     

Trick‘d in disguises, alien to the rest 

Of men, and alien to themselves - and yet 

The same heart beats in every human breast. 

 

But we, my love - does a like spell benumb 

Our hearts - our voices? - must we too be dumb? 

 

Ah, well for us, if even we, 

Even for a moment, can get free 

Our heart, and have our lips unchain‘d: 

For that which seals them hath been deep ordain‘d. 

 

Fate, which foresaw                            
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How frivolous a baby man would be, 

By what distractions he would be possessed, 

How he would pour himself in every strife, 

And well-nigh change his own identity; 

That it might keep from his capricious play 

His genuine self, and force him to obey, 

Even in his own despite, his being‘s law, 

Bade through the deep recesses of our breast 

The unregarded River of our Life 

Pursue with indiscernible flow its way;             

And that we should not see 

The buried stream, and seem to be 

Eddying about in blind uncertainty, 

Though driving on with it eternally. 

 

But often, in the world‘s most crowded streets, 

But often, in the din of strife, 

There rises an unspeakable desire 

After the knowledge of our buried life, 

A thirst to spend our fire and restless force 

In tracking out our true, original course;           

A longing to inquire 

Into the mystery of this heart that beats 

So wild, so deep in us, to know 

Whence our thoughts come and where they go. 

And many a man in his own breast then delves, 

But deep enough, alas, none ever mines: 

And we have been on many thousand lines, 

And we have shown on each talent and power, 

But hardly have we, for one little hour, 

Been on our own line, have we been ourselves;      

Hardly had skill to utter one of all 

The nameless feelings that course through our breast, 

But they course on for ever unexpress‘d. 

And long we try in vain to speak and act 

Our hidden self, and what we say and do 

Is eloquent, is well – but ‗tis not true: 

 

And then we will no more be rack‘d 

With inward striving, and demand 
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Of all the thousand nothings of the hour 

Their stupefying power;                          

Ah yes, and they benumb us at our call: 

Yet still, from time to time, vague and forlorn, 

From the soul‘s subterranean depth upborne 

As from an infinitely distant land, 

Come airs, and floating echoes, and convey 

A melancholy into all our day. 

 

Only - but this is rare - 

When a beloved hand is laid in ours, 

When, jaded with the rush and glare 

Of the interminable hours,                         

Our eyes can in another‘s eyes read clear, 

When our world-deafen‘d ear 

Is by the tones of a lov‘d voice caress‘d, - 

 

A bolt is shot back somewhere in our breast 

And a lost pulse of feeling stirs again: 

The eye sinks inward, and the heart lies plain, 

And what we mean, we say, and what we would, we know. 

A man becomes aware of his life‘s flow, 

And hears its winding murmur, and he sees 

The meadows where it glides, the sun, the breeze.   

 

And there arrives a lull in the hot race 

Wherein he doth for ever chase 

That flying and elusive shadow, Rest. 

An air of coolness plays upon his face, 

And an unwonted calm pervades his breast. 

And then he thinks he knows 

The Hills where his life rose, 

And the Sea where it goes. 

 

Matthew Arnold (First published 1852. Reprinted 1855.) 
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UNTITLED 
 

Kingdoms are but cares, 

State is devoid of stay,  

Riches are ready snares,  

And hasten to decay. 

 

Pleasure is a privy prick  

Which vice doth still provoke;  

Pomp, imprompt; and fame, a flame;  

Power, a smouldering smoke. 

 

Who meaneth to remove the rock 

Owt of the slimy mud, 

Shall mire himself, and hardly scape  

The swelling of the flood. 

 

Henry Plantagenet, Henry VI of England (1421-1471) 

 

 

 

THE HERO 
 

On the Birmingham pub bombings of 21 November 1974  

 

I went out to the city streets, 

Because a fire was in my head,  

And saw the people passing by, 

And wished the youngest of them dead,  

And twisted by a bitter past, 

And poisoned by a cold despair,  

I found at last a resting-place  

And left my hatred ticking there.  

 

When I was fleeing from the night  

And sweating in my room again, 

I heard the old futilities  

Exploding like a cry of pain, 
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But horror, should it touch the heart,  

Would freeze my hand upon the fuse,  

And I must shed no tears for those 

Who merely have a life to lose.  

 

Though I am sick with murdering, 

Though killing is my native land, 

I will find out where death has gone,  

And kiss his lips and take his hand;  

And hide among the withered grass,  

And pluck, till love and life are done,  

The shrivelled apples of the moon,  

The cankered apples of the sun. 

 

Roger Woddis (England,1917-1993) 

 

 

DOCKER 
 

There, in the corner, staring at his drink.  

The cap juts like a gantry‘s crossbeam,  

Cowling plated forehead and sledgehead jaw. 

Speech is clamped in the lips‘ vice.  

 

That fist would drop a hammer on a Catholic -  

Oh yes, that kind of thing could start again.  

The only Roman collar he tolerates 

Smiles all round his sleek pint of porter. 

 

Mosaic imperatives bang home like rivets;  

God is a foreman with certain definite views  

Who orders life in shifts of work and leisure.  

A factory horn will blare the Resurrection. 

 

He sits, strong and blunt as a Celtic cross,  

Clearly used to silence and an armchair:  

Tonight the wife and children will be quiet 

At slammed door and smoker‘s cough in the hall. 

 

Seamus Heaney (Eire: from Death of a Naturalist 1966) 
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IN MEMORY OF THOSE  
MURDERED IN THE DUBLIN  
MASSACRE, MAY 1974 
 

In the grime-ridden sunlight in the downtown Wimpy bar 

I think of all the crucial aeons - and of the labels 

That freedom fighters stick onto the lost destinies of unborn children; 

The early morning sunlight carries in the whole street from outside; 

The whole wide street from outside through the plate-glass windows; 

Wholly, sparklingly, surgingly, carried in from outside; 

And the waitresses cannot help but be happy and gay 

As they swipe at the tabletops with their dishcloths - 

Such a moment as would provide the heroic freedom fighter 

With his perfect meat. 

And I think of those heroes - heroes? - heroes. 

And as I stand up to walk out - 

The aproned old woman who‘s been sweeping the floor 

Has mop stuck in bucket, leaning on it; 

And she‘s trembling all over, like a flower in the breeze. 

She‘d make a mighty fine explosion now, if you were to blow her up; 

An explosion of petals, of aeons, and the waitresses too, flying  

breasts and limbs, 

For a free Ireland. 

 

Paul Durcan (Eire, born 1944. From A Snail in My Prime) 

 

 

 

THE SHANKILL ROAD  
MASSACRE, 23 OCTOBER 1993 
 

In the city of Belfast 

At 2.15 p.m. 

On Saturday 23 October 1993 

A man in a black leather jacket 

Walks into a sit-down cafe – 
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Granny‘s Pantry. 

He orders a glass of milk, 

Two plates of toasted 

Ham and cheese sandwiches, 

A large pot of tea. 

He sits down alone near the till. 

 

The nineteen-year-old girl behind the counter 

Brings the man over his food on a tray, 

Her face a surveyor‘s map of mirth. 

She has short hair black as coal. 

Cheeks red as jam. 

In a red jumper and black miniskirt 

She stands over him, laughing. 

From head to toe, laughing. 

From breasts to knees, laughing. 

From elbows to eyes, laughing. 

The tiered cake other laughter 

Iced with her nineteen years. 

 

When the man in the black leather jacket 

Stands up to pay her 

She announces: £6.50. 

He hands her a ten pound note. 

He grunts at her: Keep the change. 

 

Keep the change? £3.50? 

She puts up her hands to her face 

As she watches the man in the black leather jacket 

Walk out of the shop. 

She hides her face in her hands, weeping. 

 

Without you my tummy is empty. 

You are the sky of my tummy. 

 

Paul Durcan (Eire, born 1944) 
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THE CORPORAL WHO  
KILLED ARCHIMEDES    
 

With one bold stroke  

he killed the circle, tangent  

and point of intersection of parallels   

in infinity.    

 

On penalty  

of quartering   

he banned numbers  

from three up. 

 

Now in Syracuse  

he heads a school of philosophers,   

squats on his halberd  

for another thousand years  

and writes:    

 

one two  

one two   

one two  

one two 

Miroslav Holub (Czech, born 1923). 

From Achilles and the Tortoise (1960) 

 

 

 

EPITAPH TO A DEAD STATESMAN 

  

 I could not dig: I dared not rob: 

 Therefore I lied to please the mob. 

 Now all my lies are proved untrue 

 And I must face the men I slew. 

 What tale shall serve me here among 

 Mine angry and defrauded young? 

  

   Rudyard Kipling (England, 1865-1936)   
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EPITAPH ON A TYRANT 
 

Perfection, of a kind, was what he was after, 

And the poetry he invented was easy to understand;  

He knew human folly like the back of his hand,  

And was greatly interested in armies and fleets; 

When he laughed, respectable senators burst with laughter,  

And when he cried the little children died in the streets. 

 

Wystan Hugh Auden (England, 1907-1973) 

 

 

 

 

MY MANY-COATED MAN 

 

Under the scarlet-licking leaves, 

through bloody thought and bubbly blade, 

the padded, spicy tiger moves -  

a sheath of swords, a hooded blade. 

 

The turtle on the naked sand 

peels to the air his pewter snout 

and rubs the sky with slotted shell -  

the heart‘s dismay turned inside out. 

 

The rank red fox goes forth at night  

to bite the gosling‘s downy throat, 

then digs his grave with panic claws 

to share oblivion with the stoat. 

 

The mottled moth, pinned to a tree, 

woos with his wings the bark‘s disease 

and strikes a fungoid fevered pose 

to live forgotten and at ease. 
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Like these, my many-coated man 

shields his hot hunger from the wind, 

and, hooded by a smile, commits 

his private murder in the mind. 

 

  Laurie Lee (England: 1914-1997) 

 

 

 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL FIELD  
TRIP TO THE DINOSAUR EXHIBIT 
 

Jurassic roar. 

 

Answered by  

St Georges  

or Rambos. 

 

Only one 

glum little boy, 

evidently blind, 

is lifted to the Triceratops  

to breathlessly run his hand  

up and down the skull,  

over the bony collar, 

the horns above the eyes,  

the skin-folds on the neck, 

 

the boy‘s face 

is insanely blank, 

but the hand already knows 

that nothing is in the mind 

that hasn‘t been in the senses, 

that giants are pinkish-grey 

like Handel‘s Concerto Grosso, Opus 6,  

that life is just a step ahead 

just like mother 
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always said. 

 

Triceratops, 

Abel‘s younger brother. 

 

Dark in there, in 

the midbrain: 

the last dinosaur meeting the last man. 

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech Republic, born 1923)  

 

 

 

SOME QUESTIONS  
YOU MIGHT ASK 
 

Is the soul solid, like iron? 

Or is it tender and breakable, like 

the wings of a moth in the beak of the owl? 

Who has it, and who doesn't? 

I keep looking around me. 

The face of the moose is as sad 

as the face of Jesus. 

 The swan opens her white wings slowly. 

In the fall, the black bear carries leaves into the darkness. 

One question leads to another. 

Does it have shape?  Like an iceberg? 

Like the eye of a hummingbird? 

Does it have one lung, like the snake and the scallop? 

Why should I have it, and not the anteater 

who loves her children? 

Why should I have it, and not the camel? 

Come to think of it, what about the maple trees? 

What about the blue iris? 

What about all the little stones, sitting alone in the moonlight? 

What about roses, and lemons, and their shining leaves? 

What about the grass? 

 

Mary Oliver (USA: born 1935)  
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BIRDS 
 

Whatever the bird is, is perfect in the bird. 

Weapon kestrel hard as a blade‘s curve,  

thrush round as a mother or a full drop of water,  

fruit-green parrot wise in his shrieking swerve - 

all are what bird is and do not reach beyond bird.  

 

Whatever the bird does is right for the bird to do –  

cruel kestrel dividing in his hunger the sky, 

thrush in the trembling dew beginning to sing, 

parrot clinging and quarrelling and veiling his queer eye –  

all these are as birds are and good for birds to do. 

 

But I am torn and beleaguered by my own people. 

The blood that feeds my heart is the blood they gave me,  

and my heart is the house where they gather and fight for dominion -   

all different, all with a wish and a will to save me,  

to turn me into the ways of other people. 

 

If I could leave their battleground for the forest of a bird,  

I could melt the past, the present and the future in one  

and find the words that lie behind all these languages.  

Then I could fuse my passions into one clear stone 

and be simple to myself as the bird is to the bird.  

 

Judith Wright  (Australia, born 1915) 

 

 

 

VERMILION FLYCATCHER,  
SAN PEDRO RIVER, ARIZONA 
 

The river‘s been here, violent, right where we‘re standing,  

you can tell by the trash caught overhead in the trees.  

Now it‘s a trickle, and we‘re up to our knees 

in late-spring yellowing weeds. A vermilion  

flycatcher darts down, flutters up, perches.  
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Stick a pin in your thumb, the bead of blood  

would be his colour. He‘s filled with joy 

and the tranced rage of sex. How he conjures, 

with his cry like a needle. A punctuation. A bone button 

 

on fire. Everything bad you can imagine 

is happening somewhere else, or happened  

here, a hundred years or centuries 

ago. He sings, and there‘s the murder:  

you see it, forming under 

the shimmering air, a man with brown  

or white skin lying reversed 

in the vanished water, a spear 

or bullet in his back. At the ford, where the deer  

come at dusk to cross and drink 

and be ambushed. The red bird 

 

is sitting on the same tree, intensely 

bright in the sun that gleams on cruelty, on broken  

skullbone, arrow, spur. Vultures cluster, 

he doesn‘t care. He and his other-coloured mate  

ignore everything but their own rapture. 

Who knows what they remember?  

Birds never dream, being their own.  

Dreams, I mean. As for you, the river  

that isn‘t there is the same one 

you could drown in, face down. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 

 

 

 

HATCHING 
 

His night has come to an end and now he must break  

The little sky which shielded him. He taps 

Once and nothing happens. He tries again 

And makes a mark like lightning. He must thunder,  

Storm and shake and break a universe 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 319 

Too small and safe. His daring beak does this.  

 

And now he is out in a world of smells and spaces.  

He shivers. Any air is wind to him. 

He huddles under wings but does not know  

He is already shaping feathers for 

A lunge into the sky. His solo flight 

Will bring the sun upon his back. He‘ll bear it,  

Carry it, learn the real winds, by instinct  

Return for food and, larger than his mother,  

Avid for air, harry her with his hunger. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 

 

 

 

THE GREATER CATS 
 

The greater cats with golden eyes 

Stare out between the bars. 

Deserts are there, and different skies, 

And night with different stars. 

They prowl the aromatic hill,  

And mate as fiercely as they kill, 

And hold the freedom of their will  

To roam, to live, to drink their fill;  

But this beyond their wit know I: 

Man loves a little, and for long shall die.  

 

Their kind across the desert range  

Where tulips spring from stones, 

Not knowing they will suffer change  

Or vultures pick their bones. 

Their strength‘s eternal in their sight,  

They rule the terror of the night, 

They overtake the deer in flight,  

And in their arrogance they smite;  

But I am sage, if they are strong: 

Man‘s love is transient as his death is long.  
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Yet oh what powers to deceive!  

My wit is turned to faith, 

And at this moment I believe  

In love, and scout at death.  

I came from nowhere, and shall be  

Strong, steadfast, swift, eternally:   

I am a lion, a stone, a tree, 

And as the Polar star in me 

Is fixed my constant heart on thee.  

Ah, may I stay forever blind 

With lions, tigers, leopards, and their kind. 

 

Victoria Sackville West (England, 1892-1962) 

 

 

 

CAT-FAITH 
 

As a cat, caught by the door opening,  

on the perilous top shelf, red-jawed and raspberry-clawed,  

lets itself fall floorward without looking,  

sure by cat-instinct it will find the ground  

where innocence is; and falls  

anyhow, in a furball, so fast that the eye  

misses the twist and trust  

that come from having fallen before,  

and only notices cat silking away,  

crime inconceivable in so meek a walk, 

 

so do we let ourselves fall morningward 

through shelves of dream. When, libertine at dark,  

we let the visions in, and the black window  

grotesques us back, our world unbalances.  

Many-faced monsters of our own devising 

jostle at the verge of sleep, as the room  

loses its edges and grows hazed and haunted  

by words murmured or by woes remembered, 

till, sleep-dissolved, we fall, the known world leaves us,  
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and room and dream and self and safety melt 

into a final madness, where any landscape  

may easily curdle, and the dead cry out . . . 

 

but ultimately, it ebbs. Voices recede. 

The pale square of the window glows and stays.  

Slowly the room arrives and dawns, and we arrive  

in our selves. Last night, last week, the past  

leak back, awake. As light solidifies, 

dream dims. Outside, the washed hush of the garden  

waits patiently, and, newcomers from death, 

how gratefully we draw its breath! 

Yet, to endure that unknown night by night,  

must we not be sure, with cat-insight, 

we can afford its terrors, and that full day  

will find us at the desk, sane, unafraid –   

cheeks shaven, letters written, bills paid? 

 

Alastair Reid (England-USA, born 1926) 

 

 

 

APARTMENT CATS 
 

The Girls wake; stretch, and pad up to the door.  

They rub my leg and purr: 

One sniffs around my shoe,  

Rich with an outside smell, 

The other rolls back on the floor -  

White bib exposed, and stomach of soft fur.  

 

Now, more awake, they re-enact Ben Hur  

Along the corridor, 

Wheel, gallop; as they do,  

Their noses twitching still, 

Their eyes get wild, their bodies tense,  

Their usual prudence seemingly withdraws.  

 

And then they wrestle: parry, lock of paws, 
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Blind hug of close defence,  

Tail-thump, and smothered mew.  

If either, though, feels claws, 

She abruptly rises, knowing well  

How to stalk off in wise indifference. 

 

Thom Gunn (England-USA, born 1929) 

THE CAT AND THE MOON 
 

The cat went here and there 

And the moon spun round like a top,  

And the nearest kin of the moon,  

The creeping cat, looked up. 

Black Minnaloushe stared at the moon,  

For, wander and wail as he would,  

The pure cold light in the sky  

Troubled his animal blood.  

Minnaloushe runs in the grass 

Lifting his delicate feet. 

Do you dance, Minnaloushe, do you dance?  

When two close kindred meet, 

What better than call a dance?  

Maybe the moon may learn,  

Tired of that courtly fashion,  

A new dance turn. 

Minnaloushe creeps through the grass  

From moonlit place to place, 

The sacred moon overhead  

Has taken a new phase. 

Does Minnaloushe know that his pupils  

Will pass from change to change, 

And that from round to crescent,  

From crescent to round they range?  

Minnaloushe creeps through the grass  

Alone, important and wise,  

And lifts to the changing moon  

His changing eyes. 

 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 323 

RELIC 
 

I found this jawbone at the sea‘s edge: 

There, crabs, dogfish, broken by the breakers or tossed  

To flap for half an hour and turn to a crust 

Continue the beginning. The deeps are cold:  

In that darkness camaraderie does not hold: 

Nothing touches but, clutching, devours.  

And the jaws, Before they are satisfied or their stretched purpose  

Slacken, go down jaws; go gnawn bare. Jaws 

Eat and are finished and the jawbone comes to the beach:  

This is the sea‘s achievement; with shells, 

Vertebrae, claws, carapaces, skulls. 

 

Time in the sea eats its tail, thrives, casts these  

Indigestibles, the spars of purposes 

That failed far from the surface. None grow rich  

In the sea. This curved jawbone did not laugh  

But gripped, gripped and is now a cenotaph. 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 

 

 

 

DOGS IN THE PARK 
 

The precise yet furtive etiquette of dogs  

Makes them ignore the whistle while they talk  

In circles round each other, one-man bonds  

Deferred in pauses of this man-made walk 

To open vistas to a past of packs 

 

That raven round the stuccoed terraces 

And scavenge at the mouth of Stone Age caves;  

What man proposes dog on his day disposes 

In litter round both human and canine graves,  

Then lifts his leg to wash the gravestones clean,  
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While simultaneously his eyes express 

Apology and contempt; his master calls  

And at the last and sidelong he returns, 

Part heretic, part hack, and jumps and crawls  

And fumbles to communicate and fails. 

 

And then they leave the park, the leads are snapped  

On to the spiky collars, the tails wag 

For no known reason and the ears are pricked  

To search through legendary copse and crag  

For legendary creatures doomed to die 

Even as they, the dogs, were doomed to live.  

 

Louis MacNeice (Ulster, 1907-1963)   

 

 

 

ENGRAVED ON THE COLLAR  
OF A DOG WHICH I GAVE  
TO HIS ROYAL HIGHNESS  
 

(Frederick, Prince of Wales, father of George III) 

 

I am his Highness‘ dog at Kew; 

Pray tell me, sir, whose dog are you? 

 

Alexander Pope 
 

 

 

THE HOWLING OF WOLVES 
 

Is without world. 

 

What are they dragging up and out on their long leashes of sound  

 

That dissolve in the mid-air silence?   
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Then crying of a baby, in this forest of starving silences,  

Brings the wolves running. 

Tuning of a violin, in this forest delicate as an owl‘s ear, 

Brings the wolves running - brings the steel traps clashing and slavering, 

The steel furred to keep it from cracking in the cold,  

The eyes that never learn how it has come about  

That they must live like this, 

 

That they must live  

 

Innocence crept into minerals. 

 

The wind sweeps through and the hunched wolf shivers.  

It howls you cannot say whether out of agony or joy.  

 

The earth is under its tongue, 

A dead weight of darkness, trying to see through its eyes.  

The wolf is living for the earth. 

But the wolf is small, it comprehends little.   

 

It goes to and fro, trailing its haunches and whimpering horribly.  

 

It must feed its fur. 

 

The night snows stars and the earth creaks.   
 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 
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PRELUDES 
 

I 

 

The winter evening settles down  

With smell of steaks in passageways.  

Six o‘clock. 

The burnt-out ends of smoky days.  

And now a gusty shower wraps  

The grimy scraps 

Of withered leaves about your feet  

And newspapers from vacant lots;  

The showers beat 

On broken blinds and chimney-pots,  

And at the corner of the street 

A lonely cab-horse steams and stamps. 

 

And then the lighting of the lamps. 

 

II 

 

The morning comes to consciousness  

Of faint stale smells of beer 

From the sawdust-trampled street  

With all its muddy feet that press  

To early coffee-stands. 

With the other masquerades   

That time resumes, 

One thinks of all the hands  

That are raising dingy shades  

In a thousand furnished rooms. 

 

III 

 

You tossed a blanket from the bed,  

You lay upon your back, and waited; 

You dozed, and watched the night revealing  

The thousand sordid images 

Of which your soul was constituted;  
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They flickered against the ceiling.  

And when all the world came back 

And the light crept up between the shutters  

And you heard the sparrows in the gutters,  

You had such a vision of the street 

As the street hardly understands;  

Sitting along the bed‘s edge, where  

You curled the papers from your hair,  

Or clasped the yellow soles of feet 

In the palms of both soiled hands. 

 

IV 

 

His soul stretched tight across the skies  

That fade behind a city block,  

Or trampled by insistent feet  

At four and five and six o‘clock  

And short square fingers stuffing pipes,  

And evening newspapers, and eyes  

Assured of certain certainties,  

The conscience of a blackened street  

Impatient to assume the world. 

I am moved by fancies that are curled  

Around these images, and cling: 

The notion of some infinitely gentle  

Infinitely suffering thing. 

 

Wipe your hand across your mouth, and laugh;  

The worlds revolve like ancient women  

Gathering fuel in vacant lots. 

 

Thomas Sterns Eliot (USA-UK, 1888-1965) 
 

 

 

POOR BIRDS 
 

In the boggy copse.   Blue  

Dusk presses into their skulls  
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Electrodes of stars.  All night  

Clinging to sodden twigs, with twiggy claws,  

They dream the featherless, ravenous 

Machinery of heaven.  At dawn, fevered,  

They flee to the field.  All day  

They try to get some proper sleep without  

Losing sight of the grass.  Panics  

Fling them from hill to hill.  They search everywhere  

For the safety that sleeps  

Everywhere in the closed faces of stones.  

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998): from Moortown 

 

 

 

BLACK ROOK IN  
RAINY WEATHER 
 

On the stiff twig up there  

Hunches a wet black rook 

Arranging and rearranging its feathers in the rain  

I do not expect miracle 

Or an accident  

 

To set the sight on fire  

In my eye, nor seek 

Any more in the desultory weather some design,  

But let spotted leaves fall as they fall,  

Without ceremony, or portent. 

 

Although, I admit, I desire,  

Occasionally, some backtalk 

From the mute sky, I can‘t honestly complain  

A certain minor light may still 

Leap incandescent 

 

Out of kitchen table or chair  

As if a celestial burning took 
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Possession of the most obtuse objects now and then –  

Thus hallowing an interval 

Otherwise inconsequent 

By bestowing largesse, honour,  

 

One might say love. At any rate, I now walk  

Wary (for it could happen 

Even in this dull, ruinous landscape); sceptical,  

Yet politic; ignorant  

 

Of whatever angel may choose to flare  

Suddenly at my elbow. I only know that a rook  

Ordering its black feathers can so shine 

As to seize my senses, haul  

My eyelids up, and grant  

 

A brief respite from fear 

Of total neutrality. With luck,  

Trekking stubborn through this season  

Of fatigue, I shall 

Patch together a content  

 

Of sorts. Miracles occur, 

If you care to call those spasmodic 

Tricks of radiance miracles. The wait‘s begun again,  

The long wait for the angel, 

For that rare, random descent. 

 

Sylvia Plath (USA, 1932-1963) 

 

 

 

NEW YEAR SNOW 
 

For three days we waited,  

A bowl of dull quartz for sky.  

At night the valley dreamed of snow,  

Lost Christmas angels with dark-white wings  

Flailing the hills.  
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I dreamed a poem, perfect  

As the first five-pointed flake,  

That melted at dawn:  

a Janus-time 

to peer back at guttering dark days,  

trajectories of the spent year.  

And then the snow fell.  

Within an hour, a world immaculate  

as January‘s new-hung page.  

We breathe the radiant air like men new-born.  

The children rush before us.  

As in a dream of snow  

We track through crystal fields   

To the green horizon  

and the sun‘s reflected rose. 

 

Frances Horowitz (1938-1983) 

 

 

 

SPRING SUNSHINE  
 

In a between world, a world of amber,  

The old cat on the sand-warm window-sill  

Sleeps on the verge of nullity. 

Spring sunshine has a quality  

Transcending rooks and the hammering  

Of those who hang new pictures, 

Asking if it is worth it 

To clamour and caw, to add stick to stick for ever.  

If it is worth while really 

To colonise any more the already populous  

Tree of knowledge, to portion and reportion  

Bits of broken knowledge brittle and dead,  

Whether it would not be better 

To hide one‘s head in the warm sand of sleep  

And be embalmed without bustle or bother. 

The rooks bicker heckle bargain always  
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And market carts lumber –  

Let me in the calm of the all-humouring sun  

Also indulge my humour  

And bury myself beyond creaks and cawings  

In a below world, a bottom world of amber. 

 

Louis MacNeice (Ulster, 1907-1963) 

 

 

 

EARLY MORN 
 

When I did wake this morn from sleep,  

It seemed I heard birds in a dream; 

Then I arose to take the air 

The lovely air that made birds scream;  

Just as a green hill launched the ship 

Of gold, to take its first clear dip. 

 

And it began its journey then,  

As I came forth to take the air; 

The timid Stars had vanished quite,  

The Moon was dying with a stare;  

Horses, and kine, and sheep were seen  

As still as pictures, in fields green. 

 

It seemed as though I had surprised  

And trespassed in a golden world 

That should have passed while men still slept!  

The joyful birds, the ship of gold, 

The horses, kine and sheep did seem  

As they would vanish for a dream. 

 
William H Davies (Wales, 1871-1940) 
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UNTITLED 
 

Loveliest of trees, the cherry now  

Is hung with bloom along the bough,  

And stands about the woodland ride Wearing white for Eastertide.  

 

Now, of my threescore years and ten,  

Twenty will not come again,  

And take from seventy springs a score,  

It only leaves me fifty more.  

 

And since to look at things in bloom  

Fifty springs are little room,  

About the woodlands I will go  

To see the cherry hung with snow. 

 

A E Housman (England, 1859-1936).  

From A Shropshire Lad 

 

 

THE TREES 

  

 The trees are coming into leaf 

 Like something almost being said; 

 The recent buds relax and spread, 

 Their greenness is a kind of grief. 

  

 Is it that they are born again 

 And we grow old? No, they die too. 

 Their yearly trick of looking new 

 Is written down in rings of grain. 

  

 Yet still the unresting castles thresh 

 In fullgrown thickness every May. 

 Last year is dead, they seem to say, 

 Begin afresh, afresh, afresh. 

 

Philip Larkin (England, 1922-1984) 
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HOME THOUGHTS, FROM ABROAD 
 

Oh, to be in England 

Now that April‘s there, 

And whoever wakes in England 

Sees, some morning, unaware, 

That the lowest boughs and the brushwood sheaf 

Round the elm-tree bole are in tiny leaf, 

While the chaffinch sings on the orchard bough 

In England - now! 

 

And after April, when May follows, 

And the whitethroat builds, and all the swallows! 

Hark, where my blossomed pear-tree in the hedge 

Leans to the field and scatters on the clover 

Blossoms and dewdrops - at the bent spray‘s edge -  

That‘s the wise thrush; he sings each song twice over, 

Lest you should think he never could recapture 

The first fine careless rapture! 

And though the fields look rough with hoary dew, 

All will be gay when noontide wakes anew 

The buttercups, the little children‘s dower 

- Far brighter than this gaudy melon-flower! 

 

Robert Browning 

 

 

 

THE FAIR AT WINDGAP 
 

There was airy music and sport at the fair  

And showers were tenting on the bare field,  

Laughter had knotted a crowd where the horses 

And mares were backing, when carts from the wheelwright  

Were shafted: bargains on sale everywhere and the barmen  

Glassing neat whiskey or pulling black porter 

On draught - and O the red brandy, the oatmeal  

And the whiteness of flour in the weighing scale! 
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Calico petticoats, cashmere and blouses,  

Blankets of buttermilk, flannel on stalls there,  

Caps of bright tweed and corduroy trousers  

And green or yellow ribbon with a stripe; 

The tanner was hiding, the saddler plied the bradawl;  

Barrows had chinaware, knives and blue razors, 

Black twisted tobacco to pare in the claypipe  

And the ha‘penny harp that is played on a finger. 

 

Soft as rain slipping through rushes, the cattle  

Came: dealers were brawling at seven-pound-ten,  

On heifers in calf a bargain was clapped 

When ewes, that are nearer the grass, had taken 

Two guineas; the blacksmith was filing the horn in his lap  

For the fillies called up more hands than their height,  

Black goats were cheap; for a sow in the stock 

O‘Flaherty got but the half of her farrow. 

 

Balladmen, beggarmen, trick o‘ the loop men 

And cardmen, hiding Queen Maeve up their sleeve,  

Were picking red pennies and soon a prizefighter  

Enticed the young fellows and left them all grieving:  

While the marriageable girls were walking up and down  

And the folk were saying that the Frenchmen 

Had taken the herring from the brown tide  

And sailed at daybreak, they were saying. 

 

Twenty-five tinkers that came from Glentartan,  

Not counting the jennets and barefooted women,  

Had a white crop of metal upon every cart; 

The neighbours were buying, but a red-headed man  

Of them, swearing no stranger could bottom a kettle,  

Leaped over the droves going down to the ocean,  

Glibbed with the sunlight: blows were around him  

And so the commotion arose at the fair. 

 
Austin Clarke (Eire, 1896-1974) 
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ADLESTROP 
 

Yes.  I remember Adlestrop - 

The name, because one afternoon  

Of heat the express train drew up there  

Unwontedly: It was late June.  

 

The steam hissed. Someone cleared his throat.  

No one left and no one came 

On the bare platform. What I saw   

Was Adlestrop - only the name 

 

And willows, willow-herb, and grass,  

And meadowsweet, and haycocks dry,  

No whit less still and lonely fair 

Than the high cloudlets in the sky. 

 

And for that minute a blackbird sang  

Close by, and round him, mistier,  

Farther and farther, all the birds  

Of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire.  

 

Edward Thomas (England, 1878-1917) 

 

 

TALL NETTLES 
 

Tall nettles cover up, as they have done 

These many springs, the rusty harrow, the plough  

Long worn out, and the roller made of stone: 

Only the elm butt tops the nettles now. 

 

This corner of the farmyard I like most:  

As well as any bloom upon a flower 

I like the dust on the nettles, never lost  

Except to prove the sweetness of a shower. 

 

Edward Thomas (England, 1878-1917) 
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THISTLES  
 

Against the rubber tongues of cows and the hoeing hands of men  

Thistles spike the summer air 

Or crackle open under a blue-black pressure.  

 

Every one a revengeful burst 

Of resurrection, a grasped fistful 

Of splintered weapons and Icelandic frost thrust up  

 

From the underground stain of a decayed Viking.  

They are like pale hair and the gutturals of dialects.  

Every one manages a plume of blood. 

 

Then they grow grey, like men. 

Mown down, it is a feud. Their sons appear, 

Stiff with weapons, fighting back over the same ground. 
 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 

 

 

 

THE CUCKOO SONG 
 

[The spelling, after the first four lines, has been modernised:] 

 

Sing, cuccu, nu.  Sing, cuccu. 

Sing cuccu.  Sing, cuccu, nu. 

 

Sumer is i-cumen in,  

Loudly sing, cuckoo! 

Groweth seed and bloweth mead  

And springeth the wood now.  

Sing, cuckoo! 

 

Ewe bleateth after lamb,  

Cow loweth after calf,  

Bullock starteth, buck farteth, 

Merry sing, cuckoo! 
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Cuckoo, cuckoo! 

Well singes thou, cuckoo,  

Nor cease thou never now! 

 

Sing cuckoo now, sing cuckoo!  

Sing cuckoo, sing cuckoo now! 

 

Anonymous (no later than 1250 AD) 

  ...From a manuscript at Reading Abbey. 

 

 

 

I HAVE A GENTIL COCK 
 

I have a gentil cock, croweth me day 

he doth me risen early, my matins for to say 

 

I have a gentil cock, comen he is of great  

his comb is of red coral, his tail is of jet 

 

I have a gentil cock, comen he is of kind  

his comb is of red sorrel, his tail is of inde 

 

his legs be of azure, so gentil and so small 

his spurs are of silver white, into the wortewale 

 

his eyes are of crystal, locked all in amber 

and every night he percheth him in my lady‘s chamber 

 

Anonymous (early 15th century) 

 

…From a collection dating from the 15
th

 century, and attributed to the 

monastery of Bury St Edmunds. 
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COCK-CROW 
 

Out of the wood of thoughts that grows by night  

To be cut down by the sharp axe of light,  

Out of the night, two cocks together crow,  

Cleaving the darkness with a silver blow: 

And bright before my eyes twin trumpeters stand, 

Heralds of splendour, one at either hand,  

Each facing each as in a coat of arms: 

The milkers lace their boots up at the farms. 

 

Edward Thomas (England, 1878-1917) 

 

 

 

THE SWAN 
 

Bottomed by tugging combs of water  

The slow and loath swan slews and looks  

Coldly down through chutes of stilled chatter  

Upon the shadows in flight among the stones. 

 

Into abashed confusions of ooze 

It dips, and from the muddy fume  

The silver and flute-like fishes rise 

Endlessly up through all their octaves of gloom, 

 

To where the roofed swan suavely swings  

Without qualm on the quivering wave 

That laves it on, with elbowing wings held wide  

Under its eyes‘ hugged look and architrave. 

 

Jonquil-long its neck adjudicates  

Its body‘s course; aloof and cool 

It cons the nonchalant and unseeing air  

With its incurious and dispassionate stare.  

 

Slow, slow, it slides, as if not to chafe  
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The even sleeve of its approach 

Stretched stiff and oval in front of it,  

Siphoning it on, selfless, silent, and safe. 

 

On that grey lake, frilled round with scufflings  

Of foam and milled with muttering, 

I saw lingering, late and lightless, 

A single swan, swinging, sleek as a sequin.  

 

Negligently bright, wide wings pinned back,  

It mooned on the moving water, 

And not all the close and gartering dark  

Or gathering wind could lift or flatter 

 

That small and dimming image into flight;  

Far from shore and free from foresight,  

Coiled in its own indifferent mood 

It held the heavens, shores, waters and all their brood. 

 

W R Rodgers (Ulster: 1909 – 1969)  

 

 

A LIVING 
 

A man should never earn his living,  

if he earns his life he‘ll be lovely. 

 

A bird 

picks up its seeds or little snails  

between heedless earth and heaven  

in heedlessness. 

 

But, the plucky little sport, it gives to life 

song, and chirruping, gay feathers, fluff-shadowed warmth  

and all the unspeakable charm of birds hopping 

and fluttering and being birds.  

- And we, we get it all from them for nothing. 

 

David Herbert Lawrence (England, 1885-1930) 
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A YOUNG JACKDAW 
 

To have seen the poignant blue  

Of a young jackdaw‘s eye 

Tenderer than tenderness, deeper than  

The vapour-patterned sky; 

To have lent a shoulder as perch 

For this learner of earth and air,  

And, featherless casual giant,  

Upheld its lightness there; 

 

In the summer glow to have moved  

From the lime trees‘ emerald screen 

With this trusting protégé  

Upheld, by chance, between  

Worry and doubt, on a day 

When the future was running to waste -  

On a day of that sort, what a drop 

Of rare wild honey to taste! 

 

William Plomer (South Africa-England, 1903-1973) 

 

 

 

HUMMING-BIRD 
 

I can imagine, in some otherworld  

Primeval-dumb, far back 

In that most awful stillness, that only gasped and hummed,  

Humming-birds raced down the avenues.  

 

Before anything had a soul, 

While life was a heave of Matter, half inanimate,  

This little bit chipped off in brilliance 

And went whizzing through the slow, vast, succulent stems.  

 

I believe there were no flowers then, 

In the world where the humming-bird flashed ahead of creation.  
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I believe he pierced the slow vegetable veins with his long beak. 

 

Probably he was big 

As mosses, and little lizards, they say, were once big.  

Probably he was a jabbing, terrifying monster. 

 

We look at him through the wrong end of the long telescope of Time, 

Luckily for us. 

 

David Herbert Lawrence (England, 1885-1930) 

 

 

 

FROGS 
 

Frogs sit more solid 

Than anything sits. In mid-leap they are  

Parachutists falling 

In a free fall. They die on roads  

With arms across their chests and  

Heads high. 

 

I love frogs that sit 

Like Buddha, that fall without  

Parachutes, that die 

Like Italian tenors. 

 

Above all, I love them because,  

Pursued in water, they never  

Panic so much that they fail  

To make stylish triangles 

With their ballet dancer‘s  

Legs. 

 

Norman MacCaig (Scotland, 1910-1996) 
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TOAD 
 

Stop looking like a purse. How could a purse  

squeeze under the rickety door and sit, 

full of satisfaction, in a man‘s house? 

 

You clamber towards me on your four corners –  

right hand, left foot, left hand, right foot. 

 

I love you for being a toad, 

for crawling like a Japanese wrestler,  

and for not being frightened. 

 

I put you in my purse hand, not shutting it,  

and set you down outside directly under  

every star. 

 

A jewel in your head? Toad,  

You‘ve put one in mine,  

a tiny radiance in a dark place. 

 

Norman MacCaig (Scotland, 1910-1996) 

 

 

 

SUMMER AFTERNOON 
 

Far off the rook, tired by the mid-day beam,  

Caws lazily this summer afternoon; 

The butterflies, with wandering up and down  

O‘er flower-bright marsh and meadow, wearied seem;  

With vacant gaze, lost in a waking dream, 

We, listless, on the busy insects pore,  

In rapid dance uncertain, darting o‘er 

The smooth-spread surface of the tepid stream;  

The air is slothful, and will scarce convey 

Soft sounds of idle waters to the ear;  

In brightly-dim obscurity appear 
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The distant hills which skirt the landscape gay;  

While restless fancy owns the unnerving sway  

In visions often changed, but nothing clear. 

 

Thomas Doubleday (1790-1870) 

 

 

 

THE MOUSE’S NEST 
 

I found a ball of grass among the hay  

And proged it as I passed and went away  

And when I looked I fancied something stirred  

And turned agen and hoped to catch the bird  

When out an old mouse bolted in the wheat  

With all her young ones hanging at her teats  

She looked so odd and so grotesque to me 

I ran and wondered what the thing could be 

And pushed the knapweed bunches where I stood  

When the mouse hurried from the crawling brood  

The young ones squeaked and when I went away  

She found her nest again among the hay 

The water o‘er the pebbles scarce could run  

And broad old cesspools glittered in the sun  

 

John Clare 

 

 

 

SAINT FRANCIS AND THE SOW 
 

The bud 

stands for all things, 

even for those things that don‘t flower, 

for everything flowers, from within, of self-blessing;  

though sometimes it is necessary 

to reteach a thing its loveliness,  

to put a hand on its brow 
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of the flower 

and retell it in words and in touch  

it is lovely 

until it flowers again from within, of self-blessing;  

as Saint Francis 

put his hand on the creased forehead 

of the sow, and told her in words and in touch  

blessings of earth on the sow, and the sow  

began remembering all down her thick length, 

from the earthen snout all the way 

through the fodder and slops to the spiritual curl of the tail,  

from the hard spininess spiked out from the spine 

down through the great broken heart 

to the sheer blue milken dreaminess spurting and shuddering 

from the fourteen teats into the fourteen mouths  

sucking and blowing beneath them: 

the long, perfect loveliness of sow. 

 

Galway Kinnell (USA, born 1927) 

 

 

 

THE GARDEN 
 

She feels it like a shoulder of hair, 

the garden, shrugging off the steamed, squeezed  

eye of her kitchen window. Self-engendered chaos,  

milky convolvulus, huge comet daisies. Tear 

open the stocking of the leek pod and it  

frees mathematically its globe, its light radiants. 

 

But still she feels it hateful, August in its sweat,  

the children filthy and barefoot…angry woman  

in a stained striped apron, sipping juice off a knife,  

thick syrups of pounded rose hip and pulped fruit.  

In bright air, between briar roses and a viney drain. 

Arenea diadema sips the silk-spindled fly.  

 

Her pet cat‘s a killer, a fur muff 
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curled fatly now in a catnest of hot 

grass and goutweed. Of this morning‘s robin  

too much was left - feathers, fluff 

feet, beak, the gorgeous throat caught 

in the gored, delicate, perfectly balanced skeleton. 

 

Anne Stevenson (England-USA, born 1933) 

 

 

 

FAREWELL 

 

Thy journey be auspicious; may the breeze, 

Gentle and soothing, fan thy cheeks; may lakes 

All bright with lily cups delight thine eye 

The sunbeam‘s heat be cooled by shady trees, 

The dust beneath thy feet the pollen be 

Of lotuses. 

 

Traditional Rhyme 
 

 

 

BAVARIAN GENTIANS 
 

Not every man has gentians in his house 

in Soft September, at slow, Sad Michaelmas. 

 

Bavarian gentians, big and dark, only dark 

darkening the day-time torch-like with the smoking blueness  

of Pluto‘s gloom, 

ribbed and torch-like, with their blaze of darkness spread blue 

down flattening into points, flattened under the sweep of white day 

torch-flower of the blue-smoking darkness, Pluto‘s dark-blue daze, 

black lamps from the halls of Dis, burning dark blue,  

giving off darkness, blue darkness, as Demeter‘s pale lamps  

give off light, 

lead me then, lead me the way. 
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Reach me a gentian, give me a torch 

let me guide myself with the blue, forked torch of this flower  

down the darker and darker stairs, where blue is darkened 

on blueness, 

even where Persephone goes, just now, from the frosted September 

to the sightless realm where darkness is awake upon the dark 

and Persephone herself is but a voice 

or a darkness invisible enfolded in the deeper dark 

of the arms Plutonic, and pierced with the passion of dense gloom, 

among the splendour of torches of darkness, shedding  

darkness on the lost bride and her groom. 

 

David Herbert Lawrence (England, 1885-1930) 

 

 

 

THE ARRIVAL OF THE BEE BOX 
 

I ordered this, this clean wood box 

Square as a chair and almost too heavy to lift,  

I would say it was the coffin of a midget  

Or a square baby 

Were there not so much din in it. 

 

The box is locked. it is dangerous,  

I have to live with it overnight  

And I can‘t keep away from it 

There are no windows so can‘t see what is in there 

There is only a little grid, no exit. 

 

I put my eye to the grid.  

It is dark, dark, 

With a swarmy feeling of African hands  

Minute and shrunk for export,  

Black on black, angrily clambering. 

 

How can I let them out? 

It is the noise that appals me most of all,  

The unintelligible syllables. 
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It is like a Roman mob, 

Small, taken one by one, but by God, together! 

 

I lay my ear to the furious Latin,  

I am not Caesar. 

I have simply ordered a box of maniacs,  

They can be sent back. 

They can die, I need feed them nothing, I am the owner. 

 

I wonder how hungry they are 

I wonder if they would forget me 

If I just undid the locks and stood back and turned into a tree.  

There is the laburnum, and its blonde colonnades, 

And the petticoats of the cherry. 

 

They might ignore me immediately 

In my moon suit and funeral veil 

I am no source of honey 

So why should they turn on me? 

Tomorrow I will be sweet God I will set them free.  

 

The box is only temporary. 

 

Sylvia Plath (USA, 1932-1963)   

 

 

A JAR OF HONEY 
 
You hold it like a lit bulb,  

a pound of light, 

and swivel the stunned glow 

around the fat glass sides: 

 

it‘s the sun, all flesh and not bones 

but for the floating knuckle 

of honeycomb 

attesting to the nature of the struggle. 

 

Jacob Polley (England, born 1975) 
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THE DEATH OF A TOAD 
 

A toad the power mower caught, 

Chewed and clipped of a leg, with a hobbling hop has got  

To the garden verge, and sanctuaried him 

Under the cineraria leaves, in the shade 

Of the ashen heartshaped leaves, in a dim,  

Low, and a final glade. 

 

The rare original heartsblood goes, 

Spends on the earthen hide, in the folds and wizenings, flows  

In the gutters of the banked and staring eyes. He lies 

As still as if he would return to stone,  

And soundlessly attending, dies  

Toward some deep monotone, 

 

Toward misted and ebullient seas 

And cooling shores, toward lost Amphibia‘s emperies.  

Day dwindles, drowning, and at length is gone 

In the wide and antique eyes, which still appear  

To watch, across the castrate lawn, 

The haggard daylight steer. 

 

Richard Wilbur (USA, born 1921) 

 

 

 

PIKE 
 

Pike, three inches long, perfect  

Pike in all parts, green tigering the gold.  

Killers from the egg: the malevolent aged grin.  

They dance on the surface among the flies.  

 

Or move, stunned by their own grandeur,  

Over a bed of emerald, silhouette  

Of submarine delicacy and horror.  

A hundred feet long in their world. 
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In ponds, under the heat-struck lily pads –  

Gloom of their stillness: 

Logged on last year‘s black leaves, watching upwards.  

Or hung in an amber cavern of weeds 

 

The jaws‘ hooked clamp and fangs  

Not to be changed at this date; 

A life subdued to its instrument; 

The gills kneading quietly, and the pectorals.  

 

Three we kept behind glass, 

Jungled in weed: three inches, four,  

And four and a half: fed fry to them –  

Suddenly there were two. Finally one 

 

With a sag belly and the grin it was born with.  

And indeed they spare nobody. 

Two, six pounds each, over two feet long,  

High and dry and dead in the willow-herb -  

 

One jammed past its gills down the other‘s gullet:  

The outside eye stared: as a vice locks -  

The same iron in this eye  

Though its film shrank in death.  

 

A pond I fished, fifty yards across,  

Whose lilies and muscular tench  

Had outlasted every visible stone 

Of the monastery that planted them –  

 

Stilled legendary depth: 

It was as deep as England. It held 

Pike too immense to stir, so immense and old  

That past nightfall I dared not cast 

 

But silently cast and fished 

With the hair frozen on my head 

For what might move, for what eye might move.  

The still splashes on the dark pond, 
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Owls hushing the floating woods  

Frail on my ear against the dream 

Darkness beneath night‘s darkness had freed  

That rose slowly towards me, watching.  

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 

 

 

 

THE SKY LARK 
 

The rolls and harrows lies at rest beside 

The battered road and spreading far and wide  

Above the russet clods the corn is seen  

Sprouting its spirey points of tender green  

Where squats the hare to terrors wide awake 

Like some brown clod the harrows failed to break  

While neath the warm hedge boys stray far from home  

To crop the early blossoms as they come 

Where buttercups will make them eager run  

Opening their golden caskets to the sun 

To see who shall be first to pluck the prize  

And from their hurry up the skylark flies 

And oer her half formed nest with happy wings  

Winnows the air - till in the clouds she sings  

Then hangs a dust spot in the sunny skies 

And drops and drops till in her nest she lies  

Where boys unheeding past – ne‘er dreaming then  

That birds which flew so high - would drop agen  

To nests upon the ground where any thing 

May come at to destroy had they the wing 

Like such a bird themselves would be too proud  

And build on nothing but a passing cloud 

As free from danger as the heavens are free 

From pain and toil - there would they build and be  

And sail about the world to scenes unheard 

Of and unseen - O where they but a bird  

So think they while they listen to its song  
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And smile and fancy and so pass along 

While its low nest moist with the dews of morn  

Lye safely with the leveret in the corn 

 

John Clare 

 

 

 

AUGUST  
 

The shutter of time darkening ceaselessly 

Has whisked away the foam of may and elder  

And I realise how now, as every year before,  

Once again the gay months have eluded me.  

 

For the mind, by nature stagey, welds its frame  

Tomb-like around each little world of a day;  

We jump from picture to picture and cannot follow 

The living curve that is breathlessly the same.  

 

While the lawn-mower sings moving up and down 

Spiriting its little fountain of vivid green,  

I, like Poussin, make a still-bound fête of us  

Suspending every noise, of insect or machine.  

 

Garlands at a set angle that do not slip,  

Theatrically (and as if for ever) grace 

You and me and the stone god in the garden  

And Time who is also shown with a stone face.  

 

But all this is a dilettante‘s lie 

Time‘s face is not stone nor still his wings,  

Our mind, being dead, wishes to have time die  

For we being ghosts cannot catch hold of things. 

 

Louis MacNeice (Ulster, 1907-1963) 
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CLOCK-O’-CLAY  
 

In the cowslip pips I lie, 

Hidden from the buzzing fly, 

While green grass beneath me lies, 

Pearled with dew like fishes‘ eyes, 

Here I lie, a clock-o‘-clay, 

Waiting for the time o‘ day. 

 

While the forest quakes surprise, 

And the wild wind sobs and sighs, 

My home rocks as like to fall, 

On its pillar green and tall; 

When the pattering rain drives by 

Clock-o‘-clay keeps warm and dry. 

 

Day by day and night by night, 

All the week I hide from sight; 

In the cowslip pips I lie, 

In the rain still warm and dry; 

Day and night and night and day, 

Red, black-spotted clock-o‘-clay. 

 

My home shakes in wind and showers, 

Pale green pillar topped with flowers, 

Bending at the wild wind‘s breath, 

Till I touch the grass beneath; 

Here I live, lone clock-o‘-clay, 

Watching for the time of day. 

 

John Clare  
 

 

DEER  
 

Shy in their herding dwell the fallow deer.  

They are spirits of wild sense. Nobody near  

Comes upon their pastures. There a life they live,  
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Of sufficient beauty, phantom, fugitive, 

Treading as in jungles free leopards do,  

Printless as eyelight, instant as dew. 

The great kine are patient, and home-coming sheep  

Know our bidding. The fallow deer keep 

Delicate and far their counsels wild,  

Never to be folded reconciled 

To the spoiling hand as the poor flocks are;  

Lightfoot, and swift, and unfamiliar, 

These you may not hinder, unconfined  

Beautiful flocks of the mind. 

 

John Drinkwater (England, 1882-1937) 

 

 

 

THE DONKEY 
 
I saw a donkey 

One day old, 

His head was too big 

For his neck to hold; 

His legs were shaky 

And long and loose, 

They rocked and staggered 

And weren‘t much use. 

 

He tried to gambol  

And frisk a bit, 

But he wasn‘t quite sure 

Of the trick of it. 

His queer little coat 

Was soft and grey, 

And curled at his neck 

In a lovely way. 

 

Traditional Rhyme 
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THE ZEBRAS 
 

To Chips Rafferty 

 

From the dark woods that breathe of fallen showers,  

Harnessed with level rays in golden reins, 

The zebras draw the dawn across the plains  

Wading knee-keep among the scarlet flowers.  

The sunlight, zithering their flanks with fire,  

Flashes between the shadows as they pass  

Barred with electric tremors through the grass  

Like wind along the gold strings of a lyre. 

 

Into the flushed air snorting rosy plumes 

That smoulder round their feet in drifting fumes,  

With dove-like voices call the distant fillies, 

While round the herds the stallion wheels his flight, 

Engine of beauty volted with delight,  

To roll his mare among the trampled lilies. 
 

Roy Campbell (South Africa, 1901-1957) 

 

 

FOAL 
 

Darkness is not dark, nor sunlight the light of the sun  

But a double journey of insistent silver hooves. 

Light wakes in the foal‘s blind eyes as lightning illuminates corn  

With a rustle of fine-eared grass, where a starling shivers. 

 

And whoever watches a foal sees two images, 

Delicate, circling, born, the spirit with blind eyes leaping  

And the left spirit, vanished, yet here, the vessel of ages  

Clay-cold, blue, laid low by her great wide belly the hill.  

 

See him break that circle, stooping to drink, to suck 

His mother, vaulted with a beautiful hero‘s back  

Arched under the singing mane, 
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Shaped to her shining, pricked into awareness 

By the swinging dug, amazed by the movement of suns;  

His blue fellow has run again down into grass, 

And he slips from that mother to the boundless horizons of air,  

Looking for that other, the foal no longer there. 

 

But perhaps 

In the darkness under the tufted thyme and downtrodden winds, 

In the darkness under the violet‘s roots, in the darkness of the pitcher‘s 

music, 

In the uttermost darkness of a vase 

There is still the print of fingers, the shadow of waters. 

And under the dry, curled parchment of the soil there is always a little foal 

Asleep. 

 

So the whole morning he runs here, fulfilling the track  

Of so many suns; vanishing the mole‘s way, moving  

Into mole‘s mysteries under the zodiac, 

Racing, stopping in the circle. Startled he stands 

Dazzled, where darkness is green, where the sunlight is black,  

While his mother, grazing, is moving away 

From the lagging star of those stars, the unrisen wonder  

In the path of the dead, fallen from the sun in her hooves,  

And eluding the dead hands, begging him to play. 
 

Vernon Watkins (Wales, 1906-1967) 

 

 

 

THE HORSES 

 

From my window I saw the horses. 

 

It was in a Berlin winter.  The light  

was without light, the sky without sky. 

 

The air white like fresh wet bread. 

 

From my window I saw a vacant arena, 
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bitten in snow by the teeth of winter. 

 

Suddenly, led by a man,  

ten horses stepped out into the mist. 

 

Scarcely did they shake as they surged forth, like flame,  

but to my eyes they filled the whole world, 

Before then, a void.  Perfect, ablaze,  

they were like ten gods with great, pure hooves,  

their manes a dream of salt-spun waves. 

 

Their rumps were round as worlds and oranges. 

 

Their colour was as honey, amber, fire. 

 

Their necks were towers  

carved from stone in pride. 

The fury of prisoners raged behind their lucent eyes. 

 

There in the silence, in the middle  

of the day, of the dark slovenly winter,  

those intense horses became blood, became rhythm,  

the animating treasure of vibrant life. 

 

I looked, I looked and I was reborn: for without its knowing it, 

there, was this unwitting fountain, the dance of gold,  

the fire that lived in beauty. 

 

I have forgotten that dark winter in Berlin. 

 

I shall not forget the light of those horses. 

 

Pablo Neruda  (Chile, 1904-1973) 

(Composite by Stephen Jackson of several translations) 
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From ASTROPHEL AND STELLA 
 

I on my horse, and Love on me, doth try 

Our horsemanships, while by strange work I prove  

A horseman to my horse, a horse to Love, 

And now man‘s wrongs in me, poor beast, descry.  

The reins wherewith my rider doth me tie 

Are humbled thoughts, which bit of reverence move,  

Curb‘d in with fear, but with gilt boss above 

Of hope, which makes it seem fair to the eye.  

The wand is will; thou, fancy, saddle art,  

Girt fast by memory; and while I spur 

My horse, he spurs with sharp desire my heart.  

He sits me fast, however I do stir, 

And now hath made me to his hand so right  

That in the manage myself take delight. 

 

Sir Philip Sidney 

 
 

THEY TOLD ME 
 

They told me Pan was dead, but I  

Oft marvelled who it was that sang  

Down they green valleys languidly  

Where the grey elder-thickets hang. 

 

Sometimes I thought it was a bird  

My soul had charged with sorcery;  

Sometimes it seemed my own heart heard  

 

But even where the primrose sets  

The seal of her pale loveliness,  

I found amid the violets  

Tears of an antique bitterness.  

 

Walter de la Mare (England, 1873-1956) 
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REMEMBRANCE 
 

The sky was like a waterdrop  

In the shadow of a thorn,  

Clear, tranquil, beautiful, 

Dark, forlorn.  

 

Lightning along its margin ran; 

A rumour of the sea 

Rose in profundity and sank 

Into infinity. 

 

Lofty and few the elms, the stars  

In the vast boughs most bright;  

I stood a dreamer in a dream  

In the unstirring night. 

 

Not wonder, worship, or even peace 

Seemed in my heart to be;  

Only the memory of one 

Of all most dead to me. 

 

Walter de la Mare (England, 1873-1956) 

 

 

 

ECSTASY 
 

I saw a frieze on whitest marble drawn 

Of boys who sought for shells along the shore,  

Their white feet shedding pallor in the sea,  

The shallow sea, the spring-time sea of green 

That faintly creamed against the cold, smooth pebbles... 

 

One held a shell unto his shell-like ear  

And there was music carven in his face, 

His eyes half-closed, his lips just breaking open  

To catch the lulling, mazy, coralline roar 
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Of numberless caverns filled with singing seas. 

 

And all of them were hearkening as to singing  

Of far-off voices thin and delicate, 

Voices too fine for any mortal wind 

To blow into the whorls of mortal ears 

And yet those sounds flowed from their grave, sweet faces. 

 

And as I looked I heard that delicate music, 

And I became as grave, as calm, as still  

As those carved boys. I stood upon that shore, 

I felt the cool sea dream around my feet, 

My eyes were staring at the far horizon… 
 

Walter James Turner (Australia-UK, 1889-1946)  
 

 

 

THE MERMAIDS 
 

Sand, sand; hills of sand; 

And the wind where nothing is 

Green and sweet of the land; 

No grass, no trees, 

No bird, no butterfly, 

But hills, hills of sand,  

And a burning sky. 

 

Sea, sea; mounds of the sea,  

Hollow, and dark, and blue, 

Flashing incessantly 

The whole sea through; 

No flower, no jutting root,  

Only the floor of the sea,  

With foam afloat. 

 

Blow, blow, winding shells; 

And the watery fish, 

Deaf to the hidden bells, 
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In the waters plash; 

No streaming gold, no eyes, 

Watching along the waves,  

But far-blown shells, faint bells,  

From the darkling caves. 

 

Walter de la Mare (England, 1873-1956) 

 

 

 

THE SCORPION  
 

Limpopo and Tugela churned  

In flood for brown and angry miles  

Melons, maize, domestic thatch,  

The trunks of trees and crocodiles; 

 

The swollen estuaries were thick  

With flotsam, in the sun one saw  

The corpse of a young negress bruised  

By rocks, and rolling on the shore,  

 

Pushed by the waves of morning, rolled  

Impersonally among shells; 

With lolling breasts and bleeding eyes, 

And round her neck were beads and bells. 

 

That was the Africa we knew, 

Where, wandering alone, 

We saw, heraldic in the heat, 

A scorpion on a stone. 

 

William Plomer (South Africa-England, 1903-1973) 
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PARABLE FOR A CERTAIN VIRGIN 
 

Oh, ponder, friend, the porcupine:  

Refresh your recollection, 

And sit a moment, to define 

His means of self-protection. 

 

How truly fortified is he! 

Where is the beast his double  

In forethought of emergency  

And readiness for trouble? 

 

Recall his figure, and his shade -  

How deftly planned and clearly 

For slithering through the dappled glade  

Unseen, or pretty nearly.   

 

Yet should an alien eye discern  

His presence in the woodland,  

How little has he left to learn 

Of self-defense! My good land!  

 

For he can run, as swift as sound,  

To where his goose may hang high; 

Or thrust his head against the ground  

And tunnel half to Shanghai; 

 

Or he can climb the dizziest bough –  

Unhesitant, mechanic -  

And, resting, dash from off his brow  

The bitter beads of panic;  

 

Or should pursuers press him hot,  

One scarcely needs to mention  

His quick and cruel barbs, that got 

Shakespearean attention;  

 

Or driven to his final ditch,  

To his extremest thicket,  
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He‘ll fight with claws and molars (which  

Is not considered cricket). 

 

How amply armored, he, to fend  

The fear of chase that haunts him! 

How well prepared our little friend! -  

And who the devil wants him? 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA, 1893-1967).  From Sunset Gun 

 

 

 

SNAKE 
 

A snake came to my water-trough 

On a hot, hot day, and I in pyjamas for the heat,  

To drink there. 

 

In the deep, strange-scented shade of the great dark carob-tree  

I came down the steps with my pitcher 

And must wait, must stand and wait, for there he was  

at the trough before me. 

 

He reached down from a fissure in the earth-wall in the gloom  

And trailed his yellow-brown slackness soft-bellied down,  

over the edge of the stone trough 

And rested his throat upon the stone bottom, 

And where the water had dripped from the tap, in a small clearness,  

He sipped with his straight mouth, 

Softly drank through his straight gums, into his slack long body,  

Silently. 

 

Someone was before me at my water-trough,  

And I, like a second comer, waiting. 

 

He lifted his head from his drinking, as cattle do,  

And looked at me vaguely, as drinking cattle do, 

And flickered his two-forked tongue from his lips, and  

mused a moment, 
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And stooped and drank a little more, 

Being earth-brown, earth-golden from the burning bowels of the earth  

On the day of Sicilian July, with Etna smoking. 

 

The voice of my education said to me  

He must be killed, 

For in Sicily the black, black snakes are innocent,  

the gold are venomous. 

 

And voices in me said, If you were a man 

You would take a stick and break him now, and finish him off. 

 

But must I confess how I liked him, 

How glad I was he had come like a guest in quiet, to drink  

at my water-trough 

And depart peaceful, pacified, and thankless,  

Into the burning bowels of this earth? 

 

Was it cowardice, that I dared not kill him?  

Was it perversity, that I longed to talk to him?  

Was it humility, to feel so honoured? 

I felt so honoured. 

 

And yet those voices: 

If you were not afraid, you would kill him! 

 

And truly I was afraid, I was most afraid,  

But even so, honoured still more 

That he should seek my hospitality 

From out the dark door of the secret earth. 

He drank enough  

And lifted his head, dreamily, as one who has drunken, 

And flickered his tongue like a forked night on the air, so black, 

Seeming to lick his lips, 

And looked around like a god, unseeing, into the air,  

And slowly turned his head 

 And slowly, very slowly, as if thrice adream,  

Proceeded to draw his slow length curving round  

And climb again the broken bank of my wall-face.  

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 364 

And as he put his head into that dreadful hole, 

And as he slowly drew up, snake-easing his shoulders,  

and entered farther, 

A sort of horror, a sort of protest against his withdrawing  

into that horrid black hole, 

Deliberately going into the blackness, and slowly  

drawing himself after,  

Overcame me now his back was turned. 

 

I looked round, I put down my pitcher,  

I picked up a clumsy log  

And threw it at the water-trough with a clatter. 

 

I think it did not hit him,  

But suddenly that part of him that was left behind  

convulsed in undignified haste,  

Writhed like lightning, and was gone  

Into the black hole, the earth-lipped fissure in the wall-front.  

At which, in the intense still noon, I stared with fascination.  

 

And immediately I regretted it. 

I thought how paltry, how vulgar, what a mean act!  

I despised myself and the voices of my accursed human education. 

 

And I thought of the albatross,  

And I wished he would come back, my snake.  

 

For he seemed to me again like a king,  

Like a king in exile, uncrowned in the underworld,  

Now due to be crowned again. 

 

And so, I missed my chance with one of the lords  

Of life. 

And I have something to expiate;  

A pettiness. 

 

David Herbert Lawrence (England, 1885-1930) 
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ELEPHANTS 
 

Tonnage of instinctive  

Wisdom in tinsel,  

Trunks like questions  

And legs like tree trunks 

 

On each forehead  

A buxom blonde  

And round each leg  

A jangle of bells, 

 

Deep in each brain  

A chart of tropic  

Swamp and twilight  

Of creepered curtains, 

 

Shamble in shoddy  

Finery forward 

And make their salaams  

To the tiers of people -   

 

Dummies with a reflex  

Muscle of laughter 

When they see the mountains  

Come to Mahomet… 

 

Efficacy of engines,  

Obstinacy of darkness. 

 

Louis MacNeice (Ulster, 1907-1963) 

 

 

SEA 
 

The sea is one, a one-a-many, a prime  

Number, as lands are not. It is upside down,  

Flat at the top: its mountains are 
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A Tuscarora Deep, going down further  

Than Everest heaves up. Men sail this scum  

Of a top, often perturbed, they steer 

By remote tides, immediate stars, sometimes  

They sink to the cold tops 

Of the sea-peaks: this is no conquest, climb,  

Achievement. The bones lie, timbers rot,  

Iron rusts, the sea is one; on its seeming  

Surface the furious seamen fight and think  

They win, demarcate frontiers, belongings. No,  

The sea is one: if even that. 

 

Patric Dickinson (England, born 1934) 

 

 

THE MARVEL  
 

A baron of the sea, the great tropic  

swordfish, spreadeagled on the thirsty deck  

where sailors killed him, in the bright Pacific,  

 

yielded to the sharp enquiring blade  

the eye which guided him and found his prey  

in the dim place where he was lord.  

 

Which is an instrument forged in semi-darkness;  

yet taken from the corpse of this strong traveller  

becomes a powerful enlarging glass 

 

reflecting the unusual sun‘s heat. 

With it a sailor writes on the hot wood  

the name of a harlot in his last port. 

 

For it is one most curious device 

of many, kept by the interesting waves,  

for I suppose the querulous soft voice 

 

of mariners who rotted into ghosts  

digested by the gluttonous tides 
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could recount many. Let them be your hosts 

 

and take you where their forgotten ships lie  

with fishes going over the tall masts -  

all this emerges from the burning eye. 

 

And to engrave that word the sun goes  

through with the power of the sea 

writing her name and a marvel too. 

 

Keith Douglas (England, 1920-1944) 

 

 

 

BULL SONG 
 

For me there was no audience,  

no brass music either, 

only wet dust, the cheers  

buzzing at me like flies,  

like flies roaring. 

 

I stood dizzied  

with sun and anger,  

neck muscle cut, 

blood falling from the gouged shoulder. 

 

Who brought me here 

to fight against walls and blankets 

and the gods with sinews of red and silver  

who flutter and evade? 

 

I turn, and my horns  

gore blackness. 

A mistake, to have shut myself  

in this cask skin, 

four legs thrust out like posts.  

I should have remained grass. 
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The flies rise and settle.  

I exit, dragged, a bale  

of lump flesh. 

The gods are awarded 

the useless parts of my body. 

 

For them this finish, 

this death of mine is a game:  

not the fact or act 

but the grace with which they disguise it  

justifies them. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada, born 1939) 

 

 

THE ZULU GIRL  
 

When in the sun the hot red acres smoulder,  

Down where the sweating gang its labour plies,  

A girl flings down her hoe, and from her shoulder  

Unslings her child tormented by the flies.   

 

She takes him to a ring of shadow pooled  

By thorn-trees: purpled with the blood of ticks,  

While her sharp nails; in slow caresses ruled,  

Prowl through his hair with sharp electric clicks,  

 

His sleepy mouth; plugged by the heavy nipple,  

Tugs like a puppy, grunting as he feeds:  

Through his frail nerves her own deep languors ripple  

Like a broad river sighing through its reeds.  

 

Yet in that drowsy stream: his flesh imbibes  

An old unquenched unsmotherable heat -  

The curbed ferocity of beaten tribes, 

The sullen dignity of their defeat. 

 

Her body looms above him like a hill  

Within whose shade a village lies at rest,  
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Or the first cloud so terrible and still  

That bears the coming harvest in its breast.  

 

Roy Campbell (South Africa, 1901-1957) 

 

 

THE SKUNK 
 

Up, black, striped and damasked like the chasuble  

At a funeral mass, the skunk‘s tail 

Paraded the skunk. Night after night  

I expected her like a visitor. 

 

The refrigerator whinnied into silence. 

My desk light softened beyond the verandah.  

Small oranges loomed in the orange tree. 

I began to be tense as a voyeur. 

 

After eleven years I was composing  

Love-letters again, broaching the word ‗wife‘  

Like a stored cask, as if its slender vowel  

Had mutated into the night earth and air 

 

Of California. The beautiful, useless  

Tang of eucalyptus spelt your absence.  

The aftermath of a mouthful of wine  

Was like inhaling you off a cold pillow. 

 

And there she was, the intent and glamorous,  

Ordinary, mysterious skunk, 

Mythologized, demythologized,  

Snuffing the boards five feet beyond me. 

 

It all came back to me last night, stirred  

By the sootfall of your things at bedtime, 

Your head-down, tail-up hunt in a bottom drawer  

For the black plunge-line nightdress. 

 

Seamus Heaney (Eire, born 1939) 
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CHAMPAGNE 
 

The soulless matchmaking of lunar moths,  

Uncanny, delicate or helpful, dove-coloured  

Bosoms in the night: their fictions hurt us 

Gently, like the nudity of rose-beige tea-gowns… 

 

The mayflies‘ opera is their only moon, only  

Those that fall on water reproduce, content  

With scattering in fog or storm, such ivory  

As elephants hold lofty, like champagne. 

 

Medbh McGuckian (Ulster, born 1950) 

 

 

 

ARACHNE  

 

Patience! I‘ll weave myself another web.  

My patience is long, my mind is short;  

Eight legs and a hundred eyes, 

But a thousand spinner breasts. 

I don‘t like fasting; 

I like flies and males 

I‘ll rest for four days, seven,  

Holed up in my lair, 

Until I feel my abdomen heavy  

With fine shiny, sticky thread. 

And I‘ll weave myself another web, 

Like the one you tore when you passed by,  

According to the plan printed 

On my memory‘s tiny tape.  

I‘ll seat myself in the centre  

And wait till a male arrives, 

Wary but drunk with desire,  

To fill my belly and my womb  
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At one fell swoop. 

Nimble and fierce, as soon as it gets dark,  

Quickly, quickly, knot upon knot, 

I‘ll weave myself another web. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy): 29 October 1981 

 

 
 

THE MAN-MOTH * 
 

Here, above, 

cracks in the buildings are filled with battered moonlight.  

The whole shadow of Man is only as big as his hat. 

It lies at his feet like a circle for a doll to stand on, 

and he makes an inverted pin, the point magnetized to the moon.  

He does not see the moon; he observes only her vast properties,  

feeling the queer light on his hands, neither warm nor cold, 

of a temperature impossible to record in thermometers.  

 

But when the Man-Moth 

pays his rare, although occasional, visits to the surface,  

the moon looks rather different to him. He emerges  

from an opening under the edge of one of the sidewalks  

and nervously begins to scale the faces of the buildings.  

He thinks the moon is a small hole at the top of the sky,  

proving the sky quite useless for protection. 

He trembles, but must investigate as high as he can climb.  

 

Up the façades, 

his shadow dragging like a photographer‘s cloth behind him,  

he climbs fearfully, thinking that this time he will manage 

to push his small head through that round clean opening 

and be forced through, as from a tube, in black scrolls on the light.  

(Man, standing below him, has no such illusions.) 

But what the Man-Moth fears most he must do, although  

he fails, of course, and falls back scared but quite unhurt.  

 

Then he returns 
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to the pale subways of cement he calls his home. He flits,  

he flutters, and cannot get aboard the silent trains 

fast enough to suit him. The doors close swiftly. 

The Man-Moth always seats himself facing the wrong way  

and the train starts at once at its full, terrible speed,  

without a shift in gears or a gradation of any sort. 

He cannot tell the rate at which he travels backwards.  

 

Each night he must 

be carried through artificial tunnels and dream recurrent dreams.  

Just as the ties recur beneath his train, these underlie 

his rushing brain. He does not dare look out the window,  

for the third rail, the unbroken draught of poison, 

runs there beside him. He regards it as a disease 

he has inherited the susceptibility to. He has to keep  

his hands in his pockets, as others must wear mufflers.  

 

If you catch him, 

hold up a flashlight to his eye. It‘s all dark pupil, 

an entire night itself, whose haired horizon tightens 

as he stares back, and closes up the eye. Then from the lids  

one tear; his only possession, like the bee‘s sting, slips.  

Slyly he palms it, and if you‘re not paying attention 

he‘ll swallow it. However, if you watch, he‘ll hand it over,  

cool as from underground springs and pure enough to drink.  

 

Elizabeth Bishop (USA: 1911-1979) 

  * Newspaper misprint for „mammoth‟. 
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WINGS 
 

Between great coloured vanes the butterflies 

drift to the sea with fixed bewildered eyes. 

 

Once all their world was food; then sleep took over, 

dressed them in cloaks ands furs for some great lover –  

 

Some Juan, some Helen.  Lifted by air and dream 

they rose and circled into heaven‘s slipstream  

 

To seek each other over fields of blue. 

Impassioned unions waited – can‘t-come-true 

 

images.  Blown, a message or a kiss, 

earth sent them to the sun‘s tremendous Yes. 

 

Once met and joined, they sank; complete and brief 

Their sign was fastened back upon the leaf; 

 

empty of future now, the wind turned cold,  

their rich furs worn, they thin to membraned gold. 

 

Poor Rimbauds never able to return 

out of the searing rainbows they put on, 

 

Their wings have trapped them.  Staring helplessly 

they blow beyond the headland, to the sea. 

 

Judith Wright (Australia, born 1915) 
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THE BUTTERFLY 
 

I 

 

Should I say that you‘re dead?  

You touched so brief a fragment  

of time. There‘s much that‘s sad in 

the joke God played.  

I scarcely comprehend 

the words ‗you‘ve lived‘; the date of  

your birth and when you faded  

in my cupped hand 

are one, and not two dates.  

Thus calculated, 

your term is, simply stated,  

less than a day. 

 
II 

 

It‘s clear that days for us are nothings, zeros. 

They can‘t be pinned down near us  

to feed our eyes. 

Whenever days stand stark  

against white borders,  

since they possess no bodies 

they leave no mark.  

They are like you. That is,  

each butterfly‘s small plumage  

is one day‘s shrunken image - 

a tenth its size. 

 
III 

 

Should I say that, somehow,  

you lack all being? 

What, then, are my hands feeling  

That‘s so like you? 

Such colours can‘t be drawn  
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from non-existence.  

Tell me, at whose insistence 

were yours laid on?  

Since I‘m a mumbling heap  

of words, not pigments, 

how could your hues be figments  

of my conceit? 

 
IV 

 

There are, on your small wings,  

black spots and splashes –  

like eyes, birds, girls, eyelashes. 

But of what things  

are you the airy norm?  

What bits of faces, 

what broken times and places  

shine through your form? As for your nature mortes: 

do they show dishes 

of fruits and flowers, or fishes 

displayed on boards? 

 
V 

 

Perhaps a landscape smokes  

among your ashes, 

and with thick reading glasses  

I‘ll scan its slopes -  

its beaches, dancers, nymphs.  

Is it as bright as 

the day, or dark as night is?  

and could one glimpse –  

ascending that sky‘s screen -  

some blazing lantern? 

And tell me, please, what pattern  

inspired this scene? 
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VI 

 

It seems to me you are  

a protean creature,  

whose markings mask a feature 

of face, or stone, or star.  

Who was the jeweller,  

brow uncontracted, 

who from our world extracted  

your miniature -  

a world where madness brings  

us low, and lower, 

where we are things, while you are  

the thought of things? 

 
VII 

 

Why were these lovely shapes  

and colours given 

for your one day of life in  

this land of lakes? 

- a land whose dappled mirrors have one merit:  

reflecting space, they store it. 

Such brief existence tore  

away your chance 

to be captured, delivered, 

within cupped hands to quiver –  

the hunter‘s eye entrance. 

 
VIII 

 

You shun every response –  

but not from shyness  

or wickedness or slyness, 

and not because  

you‘re dead. Dead or alive,  

to God‘s least creature 

is given voice for speech, or  

for song - a sign 
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that it has found a way  

to bind together, 

and stretch life‘s limits, whether  

an hour or day. 

 
IX 

 

But you lack even this:  

the means to utter 

a word. Yet, probe the matter;  

it‘s better thus. 

You‘re not in heaven‘s debt,  

on heaven‘s ledger. 

It‘s not a curse, I pledge you,  

that your small weight  

and span rob you of tongue. 

Sound‘s burden, too, is grievous.  

And you‘re more speechless,  

less fleshed, than time. 

 
X  

 

Living too brief an hour 

for fear or trembling,  

you spin, mote-like, ascending  

above this bed of flowers,  

beyond the prison space  

where past and future 

combine to break, or batter,  

our lives, and thus 

when your path leads you far  

to open meadows, 

pour pulsing wings bring shadows  

and shapes to air. 

 
XI  

 

So, too, the sliding pen  

which inks a surface 
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has no sense of the purpose  

of any line 

or that the whole will end  

as an amalgam 

of heresy and wisdom; 

it therefore trusts the hand  

whose silent speech incites  

fingers to throbbing -  

whose spasm reaps no pollen,  

but eases hearts. 

 
XII 

  

Such beauty, set beside  

so brief a season, 

suggests to our stunned reason  

this bleak surmise: 

the world was made to hold  

no end or telos, 

and if - as some would tell us –  

there is a goal, 

it‘s not ourselves.  

No butterfly collector  

can trap light or detect where 

the darkness dwells.  

 
XIII  

 

Should I bid you farewell  

as to a day that‘s over? 

Men‘s memories may wither,  

grow thin, and fall 

like hair The trouble is,  

behind their backs are:  

not double beds for lovers, 

hard sleep, the past,  

or days in shrinking files 

backstretched - but, rather,  

huge clouds, circling together,  
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of butterflies. 

 
XIV  

 

You‘re better than No-thing. 

That is, you‘re nearer,  

more reachable, and clearer.  

Yet you‘re akin 

to nothingness -  

like it, you‘re wholly empty.  

And if, in your life‘s venture,  

No-thing takes flesh, 

that flesh will die. 

Yet while you live you offer  

a frail and shifting buffer,  

dividing it from me. 
 

Joseph Brodsky (Russia, 1940-1996) 

Translated by George L Kline 
 

 

SCALA COELI 
 

We do not see them come, 

Their great wings furled, their boundless forms infolded  

Smaller than poppy-seed or grain of corn 

To enter the dimensions of our world, 

In time to unfold what in eternity they are,  

Each a great sun, but dwindled to a star  

By the distances they have travelled. 

 

Higher than cupola their bright ingress;  

Presences vaster than the vault of night,  

Incorporeal mental spaces infinite 

Diminished to a point and to a moment brought  

Through the everywhere and nowhere invisible door  

By the many ways they know 

The thoughts of wisdom pass. 

In seed that drifts in air, or on the water‘s flow  
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They come to us down ages long as dreams  

Or instantaneous as delight. 

 

As from seed, tree flower and fruit  

Grow and fade like a dissolving cloud,  

Or as the impress of the wind  

Makes waves and ripples spread, 

They move unseen across our times and spaces.  

We try to hold them, trace on walls 

Of cave, cave-temple or monastic cell their shadows cast:  

Animal-forms, warriors, dancers, winged angels, words of power  

On precious leaves inscribed in gold or lapis lazuli, 

Or arabesques in likeness of the ever-flowing. 

 

They show us gardens of Paradise, holy mountains  

Where water of life springs from rock or lion‘s mouth;  

Walk with us unseen, put into our hands emblems, 

An ear of corn, pine-cone, lotus, looking-glass or chalice; 

As dolphin, peacock, hare or moth or serpent show themselves,  

Or human-formed, a veiled bride, a boy bearing a torch,  

Shrouded or robed or crowned, four-faced, 

Sounding lyre or sistrum, or crying in bird-voices;  

Water and dust and light 

Reflect their images as they slowly come and swiftly pass. 

 

We do not see them go 

From visible into invisible like gossamer in the sun.  

Bodies by spirit raised 

Fall as dust to dust when the wind drops  

Moth-wing and chrysalis. 

Those who live us and outlive us do not stay,  

But leave empty their semblances, icons, bodies  

Of long-enduring gold, or the fleet golden flower  

On which the Buddha smiled. 

In vain we look for them where others found them, 

For by the vanishing stair of time immortals are for ever departing;  

But while we gaze after the receding vision 

Others are already descending through gates of ivory and horn. 

 

Kathleen Raine (England, born 1908) 
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THE BLACK CLOUD 
 

Little flocks of peaceful clouds,  

Lying in your fields so blue, 

While my eyes look up they see 

A black Ram coming close to you. 

 

He will scatter you poor flocks,  

He will tear up north and south; 

Lightning will come from his eye,  

And fierce thunder from his mouth. 

 

Little flocks of peaceful clouds,  

Soon there‘ll be a dreadful rout;  

That Ram‘s horns can toss big ships,  

Tear an oak tree‘s bowels out. 

 

William H Davies (Wales, 1871-1940) 

 

 

 

SONG AT THE  
BEGINNING OF AUTUMN  
 

Now watch this autumn that arrives  

In smells. All looks like summer still;  

Colours are quite unchanged, the air  

On green and white serenely thrives.  

Heavy the trees with growth and full  

The fields. Flowers flourish everywhere. 

 

Proust who collected time within  

A child‘s cake would understand  

The ambiguity of this -  

Summer still raging while a thin  

Column of smoke stirs from the land  
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Proving that autumn gropes for us. 

 

But every season is a kind 

Of rich nostalgia. We give names –  

Autumn and summer, winter, spring –  

As though to unfasten from the mind 

Our moods and give them outward forms.  

We want the certain, solid thing. 

 

But I am carried back against  

My will to a childhood where  

Autumn is bonfires, marbles, smoke;  

I lean against my window fenced  

From evocations in the air.   

When I said autumn, autumn broke. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 

 

 

 

THE ALCHEMIST 
 

The sheet of writing paper  

Slowly became a leaf of gold,  

Changing under my hand. 

I looked up, 

And close about the window  

Saw soft mallets of fog  

Thudding upon the sun; 

Saw him cool from fire to bronze,  

To aluminium 

To water,  

And vanish. 

 

Richard Church (England, 1893-1972) 
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AUTUMN 
 

I love to see, when leaves depart,  

The clear anatomy arrive;  

Winter, the paragon of art,  

That kills all forms of life and feeling  

Save what is pure and will survive. 

 

Already now the clanging chains  

Of geese are harnessed to the moon:  

Stripped are the great sun-clouding planes: 

And the dark pines; their own revealing, 

Let in the needles of the noon. 

Strained by the gale the olives whiten  

Like hoary wrestlers bent with toil  

And, with the vines, their branches lighten 

To brim our vats where summer lingers  

In the red froth and sun-gold oil.  

 

Soon on our hearth‘s reviving pyre  

Their rotted stems will crumble up:  

And like a ruby, panting fire,  

The grape will redden on your fingers    

Through the lit crystal of the cup. 

 

Roy Campbell (South Africa, 1901-1957) 

 

 

 

LOW FIELDS AND LIGHT 
 

I think it is in Virginia, that place 

That lies across the eye of my mind now 

Like a grey blade set to the moon‘s roundness, 

Like a plain of glass touching all there is. 

 

The flat fields run out to the sea there. 

There is no sand, no line. It is autumn. 
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The bare fields, dark between fences, run 

Out to the idle gleam of the flat water. 

 

And the fences go on out, sinking slowly, 

With a cow-bird half-way, on a stunted post, watching 

How the light slides through them easy as weeds 

Or wind, slides over them away out near the sky. 

 

Because even a bird can remember 

The fields that were there before the slow 

Spread and wash of the edging light crawled 

There and covered them, a little more each year. 

 

My father never ploughed there, nor my mother 

Waited, and never knowingly I stood there 

Hearing the seepage slow as growth, nor knew 

When the taste of salt took over the ground. 

 

But you would think the fields were something 

To me, so long I stare out, looking 

For their shapes or shadows through the matted gleam 

seeing 

Neither what is nor what was, but the flat light rising. 
 

W  S Merwin (USA, born 1927) 

 

 

 

THE EXPRESS 
 

After the first powerful plain manifesto 
The black statement of pistons, without more fuss 

But gliding like a queen she leaves the station. 

Without bowing and with restrained unconcern 

She passes the houses which humbly crowd outside, 

The gasworks and at last the heavy page  

Of death, printed by gravestones in the cemetery. 

Beyond the town there lies the open country 

Where, gathering speed, she acquires mystery, 
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The luminous self-possession of ships on ocean. 

It is now she begins to sing – at first quite low 

Then loud, and at last with a jazzy madness -  

The song of her whistle screaming at curves, 

Of deafening tunnels, brakes, innumerable bolts. 

And always light, aerial, underneath 

Goes the elate metre of her wheels. 

Steaming through metal landscape on her lines 

She plunges new eras of wild happiness 

Where speed throws up strange shapes, broad curves 

And parallels clean like the steel of guns.      

At last, further than Edinburgh or Rome, 

Beyond the crest of the world, she reaches night 

Where only a low streamline brightness 

Of phosphorus on the tossing hills is white. 

Ah, like a comet through flame she moves entranced 

Wrapt in her music no bird song, no, nor bough 

Breaking with honey buds, shall ever equal. 
 

  Stephen Spender (England, 1909-1995) 

 

 

 

THE WILD SWANS AT COOLE 
 

The trees are in their autumn beauty,  

The woodland paths are dry,  

Under the October twilight the water  

Mirrors a still sky;  

Upon the brimming water among the stones  

Are nine-and-fifty swans,  

  

The nineteenth autumn has come upon me  

Since I first made my count;  

I saw, before I had well-finished,  

All suddenly mount 

And scatter wheeling in great broken rings  

Upon their clamorous wings.  
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I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,  

And now my heart is sore.  

All‘s changed since I, hearing at twilight,  

The first time on this shore,  

The bell-beat of their wings above my head,  

Trod with a lighter tread.    

 

Unwearied still, lover by lover,  

They paddle into the cold  

Companionable streams or climb the air;  

Their hearts have not grown old;  

Passion or conquest, wander where they will,  

Attend upon them still.  

 

But now they drift on the still water,  

Mysterious, beautiful;  

Among what rushes will they build,  

By what lake‘s edge or pool  

 Delight men‘s eyes when I awake some day  

To find they have flown away? 

 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 

 

 

 

IF THE OWL CALLS AGAIN 
 

At dusk 

from the island in the river, 

and it‘s not too cold, 

 

I‘ll wait for the moon 

to rise, 

then take wing and glide 

to meet him. 

We will not speak, 

but hooded against the frost 

soar above 

the alder flats, searching 
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with tawny eyes. 

 

And then we‘ll sit 

in the shadowy spruce and 

pick the bones 

of careless mice, 

 

while the long moon drifts 

towards Asia 

and the river mutters 

in its icy bed. 

 

And when morning climbs 

the limbs 

we‘ll part without a sound, 

fulfilled, floating 

homeward as 

the cold world awakens. 

 

John Haines (USA, born 1924) 

 

 

 

FOREBODING 
 

Something immense and lonely 

divides the earth at evening. 

 

For nine years I have watched 

from an inner doorway: 

as in a confused vision, 

manlike figures approach, cover 

their faces, and pass on, 

heavy with iron and distance. 

 

There is no sound but the wind 

crossing the road, filling 

the ruts with a dust as fine as chalk. 
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Like the closing of an inner door, 

the day begins its dark 

journey, across nine bridges 

wrecked one by one. 

 

John Haines (USA, born 1924) 

 

 
 

MOONLIT APPLES 
 

At the top of the house the apples are laid in rows,  

And the skylight lets the moonlight in, and those  

Apples are deep-sea apples of green. There goes 

A cloud on the moon in the autumn night. 

 

 A mouse in the wainscot scratches, and scratches, and then  

There is no sound at the top of the house of men  

 Or mice ; and the cloud is blown, and the moon again  

 Dapples the apples with deep-sea light. 

 

They are lying in rows there, under the gloomy beams;  

On the sagging floor; they gather the silver streams  

Out of the moon, those moonlit apples of dreams, 

And quiet is the steep stair under. 

In the corridors under there is nothing but sleep.  

And stiller than ever on orchard boughs they keep  

Tryst with the moon, and deep is the silence, deep 

On moon-washed apples of wonder. 

 

John Drinkwater (England,1882-1937) 

 

 

 

From THE BURNING OF LEAVES 
 

Now is the time for the burning of leaves.  

They go to the fire; the nostril pricks with smoke  
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Wandering slowly into a weeping mist.  

Brittle and blotched, ragged and rotten sheaves!   

A flame seizes the smouldering ruin and bites  

On stubborn stalks that crackle as they resist. 

 

 

The last hollyhock‘s fallen tower is dust; 

All the spices of June are a bitter reek, 

All the extravagant riches spent and mean.  

All burns! The reddest rose is a ghost;  

Sparks whirl up, to expire in the mist: the wild  

Fingers of fire are making corruption clean.  

 

Now is the time for stripping the spirit bare,  

Time for the burning of days ended and done,  

Idle solace of things that have gone before:  

Rootless hope and fruitless desire are there; 

Let them go to the fire, with never a look behind.  

The world that was ours is a world that is ours no more.  

 

They will come again, the leaf and flower, to arise  

From squalor of rottenness into the old splendour,  

And magical scents to a wondering memory bring;  

The same glory, to shine upon different eyes.  

Earth cares for her own ruins, naught for ours.  

Nothing is certain, only the certain spring. 

 

Lawrence Binyon (England, 1869-1943) 

 

 

 

OCTOBER SALMON 
 

He‘s lying in poor water, a yard or so depth of poor safety, 

Maybe only two feet under the no-protection of an outleaning small oak, 

Half-under a tangle of brambles. 

 

After his two thousand miles, he rests,  

Breathing in that lap of easy current  
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In his graveyard pool. 

About six pounds weight, 

Four years old at most, and hardly a winter at sea –  

But already a veteran, 

Already a death-patched hero. So quickly it‘s over! 

 

So briefly he roamed the gallery of marvels! 

Such sweet months, so richly embroidered into earth‘s beauty-dress,  

Her life-robe -  

Now worn out with her tirelessness, her insatiable quest,  

Hangs in the flow, a frayed scarf  

 

An autumnal pod of his flower, 

The mere hull of his prime, shrunk at shoulder and flank,  

 

With the sea-going Aurora Borealis of his April power –  

The primrose and violet of that first upfling in the estuary –  

Ripened to muddy dregs, 

The river reclaiming his sea-metals. 

 

In the October light 

He hangs there, patched with leper-cloths. 

 

Death has already dressed him 

In her clownish regimentals, her badges and decorations,  

Mapping the completion of his service, 

His face a ghoul-mask, a dinosaur of senility, and his whole body  

A fungoid anemone of canker  

 

Can the caress of water ease him?  

The flow will not let up for a minute. 

 

What a change! from that covenant of Polar Light  

To this shroud in a gutter! 

What a death-in-life - to be his own spectre!  

His living body become death‘s puppet, 

Dolled by death in her crude paints and drapes  

He haunts his own staring vigil 

And suffers the subjection, and the dumbness,  

And the humiliation of the role! 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 391 

 

And that is how it is, 

That is what is going on there, under the scrubby oak tree,  

hour after hour, 

That is what the splendour of the sea has come down to,  

And the eye of ravenous joy - king of infinite liberty 

In the flashing expanse, the bloom of sea-life,  

 

On the surge-ride of energy, weightless, 

Body simply the armature of energy 

In that earliest sea-freedom, the savage amazement of life,  

The salt mouthful of actual existence 

With strength like light –  

  

Yet this was always with him. This was inscribed in his egg.  

This chamber of horrors is also home. 

He was probably hatched in this very pool. 

 

And this was the only mother he ever had, this  

uneasy channel of minnows 

Under the mill-wall, with bicycle wheels, car-tyres, bottles  

And sunk sheets of corrugated iron. 

People walking their dogs trail their evening shadows across him.  

If boys see him they will try to kill him. 

 

All this, too, is stitched into the torn richness,  

The epic poise 

That holds him so steady in his wounds, so loyal to his doom,  

so patient 

In the machinery of heaven. 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 
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From THE AUTUMN ROBIN 
 

Sweet little bird in russet coat  

The livery of the closing year 

I love thy lonely plaintive note  

And tiny whispering song to hear  

While on the stile or garden seat 

I sit to watch the falling leaves  

Thy songs thy little joys repeat  

My loneliness relieves. 

 

John Clare (1793-1864) 

 

 

 

AN ANSWER 
 

Come, let us go into the lane, love mine, 

And mark and gather what the Autumn grows:  

The creamy elder mellowed into wine, 

The russet hip that was the pink-white rose;  

The amber woodbine into rubies turned,  

The blackberry that was the bramble born;  

Nor let the seeded clematis be spurned, 

Nor pearls, that now are corals, of the thorn,  

Look! what a lovely posy we have made  

From the wild garden of the waning year. 

So when, dear love, your summer is decayed,  

Beauty more touching than is clustered here  

Will linger in your life, and I shall cling  

Closely as now, nor ask if it be Spring. 

 

Alfred Austin (England, 1835-1913) 
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AUTUMN WILL BE MY FRIEND 
 

 

You are with me once more, Autumn my friend! ANNENSKY 

 

Let any, who will, still bask in the south 

On the paradisal sand,  

It‘s northerly here – and this year of the north  

Autumn will be my friend.  

 

I‘ll live, in a dream, in a stranger‘s house  

Where perhaps I have died, 

Where the mirrors keep something mysterious  

To themselves in the evening light.  

 

I shall walk between black fir-trees,  

Where the wind is at one with the heath,  

And a dull splinter of the moon will glint  

Like an old knife with jagged teeth. 

 

Our last, blissful meeting I shall bring  

To sustain me here –  

The cold, pure, light flame of conquering  

What I was destined for. 

 

Anna Akhmatova (Russia: written 1957) 

Translated by D M Thomas 

 

 

 

THE TUNDRA 
 

The tundra is a living 

body, warm in the grassy 

autumn sun; it gives off 

the odor of crushed 

blueberries and gunsmoke. 
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In the tangled lakes 

of its eyes a mirror of ice 

is forming, where 

frozen gut-piles shine 

with a dull, rosy light. 

 

Coarse, laughing men 

with their women; 

one by one the tiny campfires 

flaring under the wind. 

 

Full of blood, with a sound 

like clicking hoofs, 

the heavy tundra slowly 

rolls over and sinks 

in the darkness. 

 

John Haines (USA, born 1924) 

 

 

 

THE LATE WASP 
 

You that through all the dying summer  

Came every morning to our breakfast table, 

A lonely bachelor mummer, 

And fed on the marmalade 

So deeply, all your strength was scarcely able  

To prise you from the sweet pit you had made, -  

You and the earth have now grown older,  

And your blue thoroughfares have felt a change;  

They have grown colder; 

And it is strange  

How the familiar avenues of the air 

Crumble, now, crumble; the good air will not hold,  

All cracked and perished with the cold; 

And down you dive through nothing and through despair. 

 

Edwin Muir (Scotland, 1887-1959): From One Foot in Eden 
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NOVEMBER  
 

He has hanged himself - the Sun.  

He dangles 

A scarecrow in thin air. 

 

He is dead for love - the Sun,  

He who in forest tangles  

Wooed all things fair 

 

That great lover - the Sun,  

Now spangles 

The wood with blood-stains. 

 

He has hanged himself - the Sun.  

How thin he dangles 

In these grey rains! 
 

F W Harvey (England: 1888-1957) 

 

 

 

THE SEED SHOP 
 

Here in a quiet and dusty room they lie,  

Faded as crumbled stone or shifting sand,  

Forlorn as ashes, shrivelled, scentless, dry –  

Meadows and gardens running through my hand.  

 

In this brown husk a dale of hawthorn dreams;  

A cedar in this narrow cell is thrust  

That will drink deeply of a century‘s streams;  

These lilies shall make summer on my dust.  

 

Here in their safe and simple house of death,  

Sealed in their shells, a million roses leap:  
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Here I can blow a garden with my breath,  

And in my hand a forest lies asleep. 

 

Muriel Stuart (England: 1885-1967) 

 

 

 

DUST 
 

How much dust settles 

On the nervous tissue of a life?  

Dust has neither weight nor sound,  

Colour nor aim: it veils, erases,  

Obliterates, hides and paralyses. 

It doesn‘t kill. It extinguishes.  

Isn‘t dead but sleeps 

It harbours millennial spores  

Teeming with future harm.  

Tiny chrysalids waiting 

To split, decompose, break down:  

Pure confused indefinite ambush  

Ready for the coming assault,  

Impotences that will become potent  

At the sounding of a silent signal.  

But it also harbours various seeds, 

Half-drowsy ones that will grow into ideas,  

Each one close-packed with an unforeseen  

Universe, new, lovely and strange.  

Therefore respect and fear 

This grey and formless mantle:  

It contains evil and good, 

Danger, and many written things. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy): 29 September 1984 
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THE DARKLING THRUSH 
 

I leant upon a coppice gate  

When Frost was spectre-gray, 

And Winter‘s dregs made desolate  

The weakening eye of day. 

The tangled bine-stems scored the sky  

Like strings of broken lyres, 

And all mankind that haunted nigh  

Had sought their household fires.  

 

The land‘s sharp features seemed to be 

The Century‘s corpse outleant,  

His crypt the cloudy canopy, 

The wind his death-lament. 

The ancient pulse of germ and birth  

Was shrunken hard and dry, 

And every spirit upon earth  

Seemed fervourless as I. 

 

At once a voice arose among  

The bleak twigs overhead 

In a full-hearted evensong  

Of joy illimited; 

An aged thrush, frail, gaunt, and small,  

In blast-beruffled plume, 

Had chosen thus to fling his soul  

Upon the growing gloom. 

 

So little cause for carolings  

Of such ecstatic sound 

Was written on terrestrial things  

Afar or nigh around, 

That I could think there trembled through  

His happy good-night air 

Some blessed Hope, whereof he knew  

And I was unaware. 

 

Thomas Hardy (England, 1840-1928) 
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STOPPING BY WOODS  
ON A SNOWY EVENING  
 

Whose woods these are I think I know.  

His house is in the village though;  

He will not see me stopping here  

To watch his woods fill up with snow.  

My little horse must think it queer  

To stop without a farmhouse near  

Between the woods and frozen lake  

The darkest evening of the year.  

He gives his harness bells a shake  

To ask if there is some mistake.  

The only other sound's the sweep  

Of easy wind and downy flake.  

The woods are lovely, dark and deep.  

But I have promises to keep,  

And miles to go before I sleep,  

And miles to go before I sleep.  

 

Robert Frost (USA: 1874 -1963)  

 

 

 

From WINTER 
 

With the fierce rage of Winter deep suffus‘d, 

An icy gale, oft shifting, o‘er the pool  

Breathes a blue film, and in its mid career  

Arrests the bickering stream.  The loosen‘d ice,  

Let down the flood, and half dissolv‘d by day,  

Rustles no more; but to the sedgy bank 

Fast grows, or gathers round the pointed stone.  

A crystal pavement, by the breath of heaven  

Cemented firm; till, seiz‘d from shore to shore,  

The whole imprison‘d river growls below.  
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Loud rings the frozen earth, and hard reflects  

A double noise; while, at his evening watch,  

The village dog deters the nightly thief; 

The heifer lows; the distant water-fall 

Swells in the breeze; and, with the hasty tread  

Of traveller, the hollow-sounding plain  

Shakes from afar. The full ethereal round,  

Infinite worlds disclosing to the view, 

Shines out intensely keen; and, all one cope  

Of starry glitter glows from pole to pole. 

From pole to pole, the rigid influence falls,  

Thro‘ the still night, incessant, heavy, strong,  

And seizes Nature fast. It freezes on;  

Till morn, late-rising o‘er the drooping world,  

Lifts her pale eye unjoyous. Then appears  

The various labour of the silent night:  

Prone from the dripping eave, and dumb cascade,   

Whose idle torrents only seem to roar,   

The pendant icicle; the frost-work fair,  

Where transient hues and fancy‘d figures rise;  

Wide-spouted o‘er the hill the frozen brook,  

A livid tract, cold-gleaming on the morn;  

The forest bent beneath the plumy wave;  

And by the frost refin‘d the whiter snow,  

Incrusted hard, and sounding to the tread  

Of early shepherd, as he pensive seeks  

His pining flock, or from the mountain-top,  

Pleas‘d with the slippery surface, swift descends.  

 

James Thomson (1700-1748) 

 

 

 

A PATCH OF OLD SNOW  
 
There‘s a patch of old snow in a corner  

That I should have guessed  

Was a blow-away paper the rain  
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Had brought to rest.  

 

It is speckled with grime as if  

Small print overspread it,  

The news of a day I‘ve forgotten - 

If I ever read it.  

 

Robert Frost (USA,1874-1963) 

 

 

 

LONDON SNOW 
 

When men were all asleep the snow came flying,  

In large white flakes falling on the city brown,  

Stealthily and perpetually settling and loosely lying, 

Hushing the latest traffic of the drowsy town;  

Deadening, muffling, stifling its murmurs failing;  

Lazily and incessantly floating down and down: 

Silently sifting and veiling road, roof and railing;  

Hiding difference, making unevenness even, 

Into angles and crevices softly drifting and sailing.  

All night it fell, and when full inches seven 

It lay in the depth of its uncompacted lightness,  

The clouds blew off from a high and frosty heaven;  

And all woke earlier for the unaccustomed brightness 

Of the winter dawning, the strange unheavenly glare:  

The eye marvelled - marvelled at the dazzling whiteness;  

The ear hearkened to the stillness of the solemn air; 

No sound of wheel rumbling nor of foot falling,  

And the busy morning cries came thin and spare.  

Then boys I heard, as they went to school, calling, 

They gathered up the crystal manna to freeze 

Their tongues with tasting, their hands with snowballing;  

Or rioted in a drift, plunging up to the knees; 

Or peering up from under the white-mossed wonder,  

―O look at the trees!‖ they cried, ―O look at the trees!‖  

With lessened load a few carts creak and blunder, 

Following along the white deserted way, 
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A country company long dispersed asunder:  

When now already the sun, in pale display  

Standing by Paul‘s high dome, spread forth below  

His sparkling beams, and awoke the stir of the day. 

For now doors open, and war is waged with the snow;  

And trains of sombre men, past tale of number, 

Tread long brown paths, as toward their toil they go:  

But even for them awhile no cares encumber  

Their minds diverted; the daily word is unspoken,  

The daily thoughts of labour and sorrow slumber 

At the sight of the beauty that greets them,  

for the charm they have broken. 
 

Robert Bridges (England, 1844-1930) 

 

 

 

THE LITTLE DANCERS 
 

Lonely, save for a few faint stars, the sky  

Dreams; and lonely, below, the little street  

Into its gloom retires, secluded and shy.  

Scarcely the dumb roar enters this soft retreat;  

And all is dark, save where come flooding rays  

From a tavern window: there, to the brisk measure  

Of an organ that down in an alley merrily plays,  

Two children, all alone and no one by, 

Holding their tattered frocks, through an airy maze  

Of motion, lightly threaded with nimble feet,  

Dance sedately: face to face they gaze, 

Their eyes shining, grave with a perfect pleasure. 
 

Laurence Binyon  (England, 1869-1943) 
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SONNET 
 

O soft embalmer of the still midnight,  

Shutting with careful fingers and benign 

Our gloom-pleas‘d eyes, embower‘d from the light,  

Enshaded in forgetfulness divine: 

O soothest Sleep: if so it please thee, close  

In midst of this thine hymn my willing eyes,  

Or wait the ‗Amen‘ ere thy poppy throws  

Around my bed its lulling charities. 

Then save me, or the passèd day will shine  

Upon my pillow, breeding many woes, 

Save from curious Conscience, that still lords 

Its strength for darkness, burrowing like a mole;  

Turn the key deftly in the oilèd wards, 

And seal the hushed Casket of my Soul. 

 

John Keats 

 

 

 

MAN AND COWS 
 

I stood aside to let the cows 

Swing past me with their wrinkled brows,  

Bowing their heads as they went by 

As to a woodland deity 

To whom they turned mute eyes 

To save them from the plaguing god of flies. 

 

And I too cursed Beelzebub,  

Watching them stop to rub 

A bulging side or bony haunch  

Against a trunk or pointing branch  

And lift a tufted tail 

To thresh the air with its soft flail. 
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They stumbled heavily down the slope  

As Hethor led them or the hope 

Of the lush meadow-grass, 

While I remained, thinking it was 

Strange that we both were held divine,  

In Egypt these, man once in Palestine. 

 

Andrew Young (Scotland-England: 1885-1971) 

 

 

 

AS KINGFISHERS CATCH FIRE 
 

As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies dráw fláme;  

As tumbled over rim in roundy wells,  

Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell‘s  

Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;  

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:  

Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;  

Selves - goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,  

Crying Whát I do is me: for that I came. 

 

I say móre: the just man justices;  

Keéps gráce: that keeps all his goings graces;  

Acts in God‘s eye what in God‘s eye he is -  

Chríst - for Christ plays in ten thousand places,  

Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his  

To the Father through the features of men‘s faces.  

 

Gerard Manley Hopkins 

 

 

 

THE FAIRY TALE 
 

How obstinate the morning is.  

Its mist-and-castle fairy tale  

Carries us back to nurseries 
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Where Good must win and Evil fail,  

The magic milking-pail  

 

Of days that never could run dry,  

Of hopes no disillusion shook,  

When only giants had to die,  

Heroes immortal, as the book  

Shut on a loving look. 

 

Most otherwise the world has proved.  

The mists blow off, the castles fade.  

The need to love and to be loved   

We have a thousand times betrayed,  

Ashamed in our own shade. 

 

As rivers sidle to the sea 

We rise and wrinkle to our end,  

Between the banks of what-must-be  

Confined at every reach and bend,  

Gradually we descend. 

 

Yet still on mornings such as these 

The mirage shifts our channelled course;  

Streams run uphill above the trees; 

The hero on the enchanted horse  

Opens incredible doors. 

 

Robert Gittings (England: 1911-1992) 
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WINGS 
 

We have 

a microscopic anatomy  

of the whale 

this  

gives  

Man  

assurance  

 

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS 

 

We have 

a map of the universe  

for microbes, 

we have 

a map of a microbe  

for the universe. 

 

We have 

a Grand Master of chess  

made of electronic circuits. 

 

But above all  

we have 

the ability  

to sort peas, 

to cup water in our hands,  

to seek 

the right screw  

under the sofa  

for hours. 

This gives us wings.  

 

Miroslav Holub (Czec Republic: born 1923) 

From Primer (1961), translated by George Theiner 
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HARBOUR  
 

But the sea was measured   

and chained to the earth.  

And the earth was measured    

and chained to the sea.  

 

They launched   

cranes, lean angels,   

they calculated     

the wail of widowed sirens,  

they foresaw    

the nervous unrest of buoys,   

they drafted     

the labyrinth of routes around the world. 

 

They constructed    

the Minotaurs of ships.   

 

They discovered five continents.   

 

 The earth was measured   

and chained to the sea.   

And the sea was measured 

 and chained to the earth. 

 

All that is left   

is a small house above the canal.   

A man who spoke softly,  

a woman with tears in her eyes.    

All that is left is the evening lamp, 

the continent of the table,    

the tablecloth, a seagull that does not fly away. 

  

All that is left   

is a cup of tea,   

the deepest ocean in the world.  

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech, born 1923) 

From Day Duty (1958), translated by George Theiner 
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GOD’S GRANDEUR 
 

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.  

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;  

It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil  

Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?  

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;  

And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;  

And wears man‘s smudge and shares man‘s smell: the soil  

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod. 

 

And for all this, nature is never spent; 

There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;  

And though the last lights off the black West went 

Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs  

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 

World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings. 

 

Gerard Manley Hopkins 

 

 

 

FOX DANCING 
 

Tall as a foxglove spire, on tiptoe  

The fox in the wilderness dances;  

His pelt and burnished claws reflect  

The sun‘s and the moon‘s glances. 

 

From blackberry nose to pride of tail  

He is elegant, he is gay; 

With his pawsteps as a pattern of joy  

He transfigures the day. 

 

For a hat he wears a rhubarb leaf  

To keep his thinking cool, 

Through which his fur-lined ears prick up.  



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 408 

This fox, he is no fool 

 

And does not give a good-morning  

For the condition of his soul: 

With the fox dancing in the desert  

Study to be whole. 

 

Suzanne Knowles (born 1911) 

 

 

 

LEDA AND THE SWAN 
 

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still  

Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed  

By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,  

He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.  

 

How can those terrified vague fingers push  

The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?  

And how can body, laid in that white rush,  

But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?  

 

A shudder in the loins engenders there 

The broken wall, the burning roof and tower  

And Agamemnon dead. 

Being so caught up,  

So mastered by the brute blood of the air,  

Did she put on his knowledge with his power  

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?  

 

William Butler Yeats (Eire, 1865-1939) 
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THE KRAKEN 
 

Below the thunders of the upper deep;  

Far far beneath the abysmal sea,  

His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep 

The Kraken sleepeth: faintest sunlights fell  

About his shadowy sides: above him swell  

Huge sponges of millennial growth and height:  

And far away into the sickly light,  

From many a wondrous grot and secret cell  

Unnumber‘d and enormous polypi  

Winnow with giant fins the slumbering green.  

There hath he lain for ages and will lie  

Battening upon huge seaworms in his sleep,  

Until the latter fire shall heat the deep;  

Then once by men and angels to be seen,  

In roaring he shall rise and on the surface die. 

 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

 

 

 

THE COMBE 
 

The Combe was ever dark, ancient and dark. 

Its mouth is stopped with bramble, thorn, and briar;  

And no one scrambles over the sliding chalk 

By beech and yew and perishing juniper 

Down the half precipices of its sides, with roots  

And rabbit holes for steps. The sun of Winter,  

The moon of Summer, and all the singing birds  

Except the missel-thrush that loves juniper, 

Are quite shut out. But far more ancient and dark  

The Combe looks since they killed the badger there,  

Dug him out and gave him to the hounds, 

That most ancient Briton of English beasts. 

 

Edward Thomas (England: 1878-1917) 
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THOUGHTS IN A GARDEN 
 

How vainly men themselves amaze  

To win the palm, the oak, or bays,  

And their uncessant labours see  

Crown‘d from some single herb or tree,  

Whose short and narrow-vergéd shade 

Does prudently their toils upbraid;  

While all the flowers and trees do close  

To weave the garlands of Repose. 

 

Fair Quiet, have I found thee here,  

And Innocence thy sister dear!  

Mistaken long, I sought you then  

In busy companies of men: 

Your sacred plants, if here below,  

Only among the plants will grow:  

Society is all but rude 

To this delicious solitude. 

 

No white nor red was ever seen  

So amorous as this lovely green.  

Fond lovers, cruel as their flame, 

Cut in these trees their mistress‘ name:  

Little, alas, they know or heed 

How far these beauties hers exceed! 

Fair trees! Wheres‘e‘er your barks I wound,  

No name shall but your own be found. 

 

When we have run our passions‘ heat  

Love hither makes his best retreat:  

The gods, who mortal beauty chase,  

Still in a tree did end their race;  

Apollo hunted Daphne so 

Only that she might laurel grow;  

And Pan did after Syrinx speed 

Not as a nymph, but for a reed. 
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What wondrous life is this I lead!  

Ripe apples drop about my head;  

The luscious clusters of the vine  

Upon my mouth do crush their wine;  

The nectarine and curious peach  

Into my hands themselves do reach;  

Stumbling on melons, as I pass,  

Ensnared with flowers, I fall on grass. 

 

Meanwhile the mind from pleasure less  

Withdraws into its happiness;  

The mind, that ocean where each kind  

Does straight its own resemblance find;  

Yet it creates, transcending these,  

Far other worlds, and other seas;  

Annihilating all that‘s made  

To a green thought in a green shade.  

 

Here at the fountain‘s sliding foot  

Or at some fruit-tree‘s mossy root,  

Casting the body‘s vest aside  

My soul into the boughs does glide;  

There, like a bird, it sits and sins,  

Then whets and claps its silver wings,  

And, till prepared for longer flight,  

Waves in its plumes the various light. 

 

Such was that happy Garden-state  

While man there walk‘d without a mate:  

After a place so pure and sweet,  

What other help could yet be meet!  

But ‗twas beyond a mortal‘s share  

To wander solitary there: 

Two paradises ‗twere in one, 

To live in Paradise alone. 

 

How well the skilful gardener drew  

Of flowers and herbs this dial new!  

Where, from above, the milder sun  

Does through a fragrant zodiac run:  
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And, as it works, th‘ industrious bee  

Computes its time as well as we. 

How could such sweet and wholesome hours  

Be reckon‘d, but with herbs and flowers! 

 

Andrew Marvell 

 

 

 

KUBLA KHAN  
 

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 

A stately pleasure-dome decree:  

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran  

Through caverns measureless to man 

Down to a sunless sea. 

So twice five miles of fertile ground 

With walls and towers were girdled round: 

And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills  

Where blossom‘d many an incense-bearing tree;  

And here were forests ancient as the hills,  

Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. 

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted  

Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover! 

A savage place! as holy and enchanted 

As e‘er beneath a waning moon was haunted  

By woman wailing for her demon-lover! 

And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,  

As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,  

A mighty fountain momently was forced: 

Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst  

Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,  

Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher s flail:  

And ‗mid these dancing rocks at once and ever  

It flung up momently the sacred river. 

Five miles meandering with a mazy motion  

Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,  

Then reach‘d the caverns measureless to man,  

And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean: 
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And ‗mid this tumult Kubla heard from far  

Ancestral voices prophesying war! 

The shadow of the dome of pleasure  

Floated midway on the waves; 

Where was heard the mingled measure  

From the fountain and the caves. 

It was a miracle of rare device, 

A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!  

A damsel with a dulcimer 

In a vision once I saw: 

It was an Abyssinian maid,  

And on her dulcimer she play‘d, 

Singing of Mount Abora.  

Could I revive within me  

Her symphony and song 

To such a deep delight ‗twould win me  

That with music loud and long, 

I would build that dome in air, 

That sunny dome! those caves of ice!  

And all who heard should see them there,  

And all should cry, Beware! Beware!  

His flashing eyes, his floating hair!  

Weave a circle round him thrice, 

And close your eyes with holy dread,  

For he on honey-dew hath fed, 

And drunk the milk of Paradise. 

 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
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IN YOUR MIND 
  
The other country, is it anticipated or half-remembered?  

Its language is muffled by the rain which falls all afternoon 

one autumn in England, and in your mind  

you put aside your work and head for the airport  

with a credit card and a warm coat you will leave on the plane.  

The past fades like newsprint in the sun.  
 

You know people there. Their faces are photographs  

on the wrong side of your eyes. A beautiful boy  

in the bar on the harbour serves you a drink - what? -   

asks you if men could possibly land on the moon.  

A moon like an orange drawn by a child. No.  

Never. You watch it peel itself into the sea.  

 

Sleep. The rasp of carpentry wakes you. On the wall, a  

painting lost for thirty years renders the room yours.  

Of course. You go to your job, right at the old hotel, left,  

then left again. You love this job. Apt sounds  

mark the passing of the hours. Seagulls. Bells. A flute  

practising scales. You swap a coin for a fish on the way home.  

 

 

Then suddenly you are lost but not lost, dawdling  

on the blue bridges, watching six swans vanish  

under your feet. The certainty of place turns on the lights  

all over town, turns up the scent on the air. For a moment  

you are there, in the other country, knowing its name.  

And then a desk. A newspaper. A window. English rain.  

 

Carol Ann Duffy (Scotland, born 1955) 
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Sonnet: LETTY’S GLOBE   
 

When Letty had scarce pass‘d her third glad year,  

And her young, artless words began to flow,  

One day we gave the child a colour‘d sphere  

Of the wide earth, that she might mark and know,  

 By tint and outline, all its sea and land.  

She patted all the world; old empires peep‘d  

Between her baby fingers; her soft hand  

Was welcome at all frontiers.  How she leap‘d,  

And laughed, and prattled in her world-wide bliss;  

But when we turned her sweet unlearned eye  

On our own isle, she raised a joyous cry,  

‗Oh! Yes, I see it, Letty‘s home is there!‘  

And while she hid all England with a kiss,  

Bright over Europe fell her golden hair.   

 

Charles Tennyson Turner (England: 1808-1879) 

 

 

 

From LINES  
Composed A Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey,  
On Revisiting The Banks Of The River Wye During A Tour.   
July 13, 1798.   
 

…And now, with gleams of half-extinguished thought,  

With many recognitions dim and faint,  

And somewhat of a sad perplexity, 

The picture of the mind revives again:  

While here I stand, not only with the sense  

Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts  

That in this moment there is life and food  

For future years. And so I dare to hope,  

Though changed, no doubt, from what I was when first  

I came among these hills; when like a roe  
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I bounded o‘er the mountains, by the sides  

Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams,  

Wherever nature led: more like a man  

Flying from something that he dreads than one  

Who sought the thing he loved. For nature then  

(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days,  

And their glad animal movements all gone by)  

To me was all in all. - I cannot paint  

What then I was. The sounding cataract  

Haunted me like a passion : the tall rock,  

The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood,  

Their colours and their forms, were then to me  

An appetite; a feeling and a love,  

That had no need of a remoter charm  

By thought supplied, nor any interest  

Unborrowed from the eye. - That time is past,  

And all its aching joys are now no more,  

And all its dizzy raptures. Not for this   

Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts  

Have followed; for such loss, I would believe,  

Abundant recompense. For I have learned  

To look on nature, not as in the hour  

Of thoughtless youth ; but hearing oftentimes  

The still, sad music of humanity,  

Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power  

To chasten and subdue. And I have felt  

A presence that disturbs me with the joy 

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime  

Of something far more deeply interfused, 

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,  

And the round ocean and the living air,  

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man: 

A motion and a spirit, that impels  

All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 

And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still  

A lover of the meadows and the woods, 

And mountains; and of all that we behold  

From this green earth; of all the mighty world  

Of eye, and ear,-both what they half create,  

And what perceive; well pleased to recognise  
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In nature and the language of the sense 

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, 

The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul  

Of all my moral being. 

 

William Wordsworth (Lines 58-111) 

 

 

 

THE SPLENDOUR FALLS 
 

The splendour falls on castle walls  

And snowy summits old in story: 

The long light shakes across the lakes,  

And the wild cataract leaps in glory. 

Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying,  

Blow, bugle; answer, echoes, dying, dying, dying. 

 

O hark, O hear! how thin and clear,  

And thinner, clearer, farther going!  

O sweet and far from cliff and scar  

The horns of Elfland faintly blowing! 

Blow, let us hear the purple glens replying:  

Blow, bugle; answer, echoes, dying, dying, dying. 

 

O love, they die in yon rich sky,  

They faint on hill or field or river: 

Our echoes roll from soul to soul,  

And grow for ever and for ever 

Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying,  

And answer, echoes, answer, dying, dying, dying. 
 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
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Prologue: MILTON 
 

And did those feet in ancient time  

Walk upon England‘s mountains green?  

And was the holy Lamb of God  

On England‘s pleasant pastures seen? 

 

And did the Countenance Divine  

Shine forth upon our clouded hills?  

And was Jerusalem builded here  

Among these dark Satanic Mills?  

 

Bring me my Bow of burning gold;  

Bring me my Arrows of desire;  

Bring me my Spear – O Clouds, unfold!  

Bring me my Chariot of fire!  

 

I will not cease from Mental Fight,  

Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand,  

Till we have built Jerusalem,  

In England‘s green and pleasant Land. 

 

William Blake 

 

 

 

THE CHOICE  
 

Think thou and act; to-morrow thou shalt die.  

Outstretched in the sun‘s warmth upon the shore  

Thou say‘st: ‗Man‘s measured path is all gone o‘er:  

Up all his years, steeply, with strain and sigh,  

Man clomb until he touched the truth; and I,  

Even I, am he whom it was destined for.‘  

How should this be?  Art thou then so much more  

Than they who sowed, that thou shouldst reap thereby? 

 

Nay, come up hither. From this wave-washed mound 
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Unto the furthest flood-brim look with me; 

Then reach on with thy thought till it be drown‘d.  

Miles and miles distant though the last line be,  

And though thy soul sail leagues and leagues beyond,  

Still, leagues beyond those leagues, there is more sea. 

 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

 

 

 

THE GULKANA 
 

Jumbled iceberg hills, away to the North  

And a long wreath of fire-haze. 

 

The Gulkana, where it meets the Copper,  

Swung, jade, out of the black spruce forest, 

And disappeared into it. 

 

Strange word, Gulkana.   What does it mean?  

A pre-Columbial glyph,  

A pale-blue thread – scrawled with a child‘s hand 

Across our map. A Lazarus of water  

Returning from seventy below. We stumbled,  

 

Not properly awake 

In a weird light - a bombardment  

Of purplish emptiness  

Among phrases that lumped out backwards. Among  rocks 

That kept startling me - too rock-like,  

Hypnagogic rocks - 

A scrapyard of boxy shacks  

And supermarket refuse, dogs, wrecked pick-ups,  

The Indian village where we bought our pass  

Was comatose - on the stagnation toxins 

Of a cultural vasectomy. They were relapsing  

To Cloud-like-a-boulder, Mica, Bear, Magpie.  

 

We hobbled along a tightrope shore of pebbles  
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Under a trickling bluff 

That bounced the odd pebble onto us, eerily. 

(The whole land was in perpetual, seismic tremor.)  

Gulkana - 

Biblical, a deranging cry 

From the wilderness - burst past us.  

A stone voice that dragged at us. 

I found myself clinging 

To the lifted skyline fringe of rag spruce  

And the subsidence under my bootsoles  

With balancing glances - nearly a fear,  

Something I kept trying to deny 

 

With deliberate steps. But it came with me  

As if it swayed on my pack -  

A nape-of the-neck unease. We‘d sploshed far enough  

Through the spongy sinks of the permafrost 

For this river‘s 

Miraculous fossils - creatures that each midsummer 

Resurrected through it, in a blood-rich flesh.  

Pilgrims for a fish! 

Prospectors for the lode in a fish‘s eye!  

 

In that mercury light, that ultra-violet,  

My illusion developed. I felt hunted. 

I tested my fear. It seemed to live in my neck –  

A craven, bird-headed alertness. 

And in my eye 

That felt blind somehow to what I stared at  

As if it stared at me. And in my ear - 

So wary for the air-stir in the spruce-tips  

My ear-drum almost ached. I explained it  

To my quietly arguing, lucid panic 

As my fear of one inside me, 

A bodiless twin, some doppelganger  

Disinherited other, unliving,  

Ever-living, a larva from prehistory,  

Whose journey this was, who now exulted  

Recognizing his home, 

And whose gaze I could feel as he watched me  
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Fiddling with my gear - the interloper, 

The fool he had always hated. We pitched our tent  

 

And for three days 

Our tackle scratched the windows of the express torrent.  

 

We seemed underpowered. Whatever we hooked 

Bent in air, a small porpoise, 

Then went straight downriver under the weight  

And joined the glacial landslide of the Copper  

Which was the colour of cement. 

 

Even when we got one ashore  

It was too big to eat. 

 

But there was the eye! 

I peered into that lens 

Seeking what I had come for. (What had I come for?  

The camera-flash? The burned-out, ogling bulb?)  

What I saw was small, crazed, snake-like. 

It made me think of a dwarf, shrunken sun  

And of the black, refrigerating pressures  

Under the Bering Sea. 

 

We relaunched their mulberry-dark torsos, 

Those gulping, sooted mouths, the glassy visors –  

  

Arks of an undelivered covenant,  

Egg-sacs of their own Eden,  

Seraphs of heavy ore 

 

They surged away, magnetized, 

Into the furnace boom of the Gulkana. 

 

Bliss had fixed their eyes 

Like an anaesthetic. They were possessed  

By that voice in the river 

And its accompaniment -  

The flutes, the drumming. And they rose and sank  

Like voices, themselves like singers 
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In its volume. We watched them, deepening away.  

They looked like what they were, somnambulists,  

Drugged, ritual victims, melting away 

Towards a sacrament -   

a consummation  

That could only be death. 

Which it would be, within some numbered days,   

On some stony platform of water,  

In a spillway, where a man could hardly stand –  

Aboriginal Americans, 

High among rains, in an opening of the hills,  

They will begin to circle, 

Shedding their ornaments, 

In shufflings and shudders, male by female,  

Begin to dance their deaths –  

The current hosing over their brows and shoulders,  

Bellies riven open and shaken empty 

Into a gutter of pebbles 

In the orgy of eggs and sperm,  

The dance orgy of being reborn 

From which masks and regalia drift empty,  

Torn off - at last their very bodies, 

In the numbed, languorous frenzy, as obstacles,  

Ripped away  - 

ecstasy dissolving 

In the mercy of water, at the star of the source,  

Devoured by revelation, 

Every molecule drained, and counted, and healed  

Into the amethyst of emptiness –  

 

I came back to myself. A spectre of fragments  

Lifted my quivering coffee, in the aircraft,  

And sipped at it.  

I imagined the whole 747  

As if a small boy held it  

Making its noise. A spectre,  

Escaping the film‘s flicker, peered from the porthole  

Under the sun‘s cobalt core-darkness  

Down at Greenland‘s corpse  

Tight-sheeted with snow-glare.  
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Word by word  

The voice of the river moved in me.  

It was like lovesickness.  

A numbness, a secret bleeding.  

Waking in my body.  

Telling of the King  

Salmon‘s eye.  

Of the blood-mote mosquito.  

And the stilt-legged, subarctic, one-rose rose - 

With its mock-aperture 

Tilting towards us 

In our tent-doorway, its needle tremor. 

 

And the old Indian Headman, in his tatty jeans and  

socks, who smiled 

Adjusting to our incomprehension - his face  

A whole bat, that glistened and stirred. 

 

  Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998) 
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SONNET  
 

We have laid up simples against forgetfulness, 

For we the nesting missel-thrush have seen 

Brooding above the weaving watercress; 

We have gone by water-meadows fresh and green 

Studded with king-cups and with cuckoo-flowers, 

By hedges newly fledged with blackthorn foam, 

And rested, weary with the happy hours, 

At twilight by the kindled hearth of home. 

This was our spring, our lucky Eastertide, 

By willowed brooks, and from a western shire 

We shared a Monday of the undaunted pride 

Of him who sang the old, the heart‘s desire; 

England we were; and yet of England own 

The budding bough, the song, the builded stone. 

 
John Drinkwater (England, 1882-1937) 

 

 

 

THE END OF THE OWLS 
 

I speak for none of your kind, 

I speak for the end of the owls. 

I speak for the flounder and whale 

in their unlighted house, 

for the seven cornered sea, 

for the glaciers 

they will have calved too soon, 

raven and dove, feathery witnesses, 

for all those that dwell in the sky 

and the woods, and the lichen in gravel, 

for those without paths, for the colourless bog  

and the desolate mountains. 

Glaring on radar screens, 

interpreted one final time 

around the briefing table, fingered 
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to death by antennas, Florida‘s swamps 

and the Siberian ice, beast 

and bush and basalt strangled 

by early bird, ringed 

by the latest manoeuvres, helpless 

under the hovering fireballs, 

in the ticking of crises. 

 

We‘re as good as forgotten.  

Don‘t fuss with the orphans,  

just empty your mind 

of its longing for nest eggs,  

glory or psalms that won‘t rust.  

I speak for none of you now,  

all you plotters of perfect crimes,  

not for me, not for anyone. 

 

I speak for those who can‘t speak,  

for the deaf and dumb witnesses.  

for otters and seals, 

for the ancient owls of the earth. 

 

Hans Magnus Enzensberger (Germany: born 1929) 

translated by Jerome Rothenberg 

 

 

 

THE FUTURE OF FORESTRY 
 

How will the legend of the age of trees  

Feel, when the last tree falls in England? 

When the concrete spreads and the town conquers  

The country‘s heart; when contraceptive  

Tarmac‘s laid where farm has faded, 

Tramline flows where slept a hamlet, 

And shop-fronts, blaring without a stop  

from Dover to Wrath, have glazed us over?  

Simplest tales will then bewilder 

The questioning children, ‗What was a chestnut?  
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Say what it means to climb a Beanstalk. 

Tell me, grandfather, what an elm is.  

What was Autumn? They never taught us.‘  

Then, told by teachers how once from mould  

Came growing creatures of lower nature  

Able to live and die, though neither 

Beast nor man, and around them wreathing  

Excellent clothing, breathing sunlight –  

Half understanding, their ill-acquainted  

Fancy will tint their wonder-paintings  

Trees as men walking, wood-romances  

Of goblins stalking in silky green, 

Of milk-sheen froth upon the lace of hawthorn‘s  

Collar, pallor on the face of birchgirl. 

So shall a homeless time, though dimly  

Catch from afar (for soul is watchful)  

A sight of tree-delighted Eden. 

 

C S Lewis (Ulster, 1898-l963) 

 

 

ALMANAC 
 

The indifferent rivers 

Will keep on flowing to the sea 

Or ruinously overflowing dikes, 

Ancient handiwork of determined men. 

The glaciers will continue to grate, 

Smoothing what lies beneath them,  

Or suddenly fall headlong, 

Cutting short fir trees‘ lives.  

The sea, captive between 

Two continents, will go on struggling, 

Always miserly with its riches,   

Suns, stars, planets and comets 

Will continue on their course.  

Earth too will fear the immutable 

Laws of the universe. 

Not us.  We, rebellious offspring 
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With great brainpower, little sense,  

Will destroy, defile, 

Always more feverishly. 

Very soon we shall extent the desert 

Into the Amazon forests, 

Into the living heart of our cities, 

Into our very hearts. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy: written 2 January 1987)   

 

 

THE LAST GOOFS ON EARTH SAY  
SORRY TO THEIR FAVOURITE STAR  
 

now we have done  

what no one else has done  

 

we have undone  

the sun  

our sun  

it was the only one  

 

the golden rays  

of olden days  

are gone gone gone  

 

and here we sit  

in a crevasse of black regret  

 

from  

unrise  

to  

unset  

 

Adrian Mitchell (England): The Shadow Knows (2004) 

 

* * * 
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ODE TO SADNESS 
 

Sadness, scarab  

with seven crippled feet, spiderweb egg,  

scramble-brained rat, bitch‘s skeleton:  

No entry here.  

Don't come in.  

Go away.  

Go back  

south with your umbrella, 

go back 

north with your serpent‘s teeth.  

A poet lives here.  

No sadness may  

cross this threshold.  

Through these windows  

comes the breath of the world,  

fresh red roses,  

flags embroidered with  

the victories of the people.  

No.  

No entry.  

Flap your bat‘s wings,  

I will trample the feathers  

that fall from your mantle, 

I will sweep the bits and pieces  

of your carcass to  

the four corners of the wind,  

I will wring your neck,  

I will stitch your eyelids shut,  

I will sew your shroud,  

sadness, and bury your rodent bones  

beneath the springtime of an apple tree. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904 -1973) 
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ACQUAINTED WITH THE NIGHT 
 

I have been one acquainted with the night.  

I have walked out in rain - and back in rain.  

I have outwalked the furthest city light. 

 

I have looked down the saddest city lane.  

I have passed by the watchmen on his beat  

And dropped my eyes, unwilling to explain. 

 

I have stood still and stopped the sound of feet  

When far away an interrupted cry  

Came over houses from another street, 

 

But not to call me back or say good-bye;  

And further still at an unearthly height,  

Aluminary clock against the sky. 

 

Proclaimed the time was neither wrong nor right  

I have been one acquainted with the night. 

 

Robert Frost (USA, 1874-1963) 

 

 

 

SILENCE 
 

There is a silence where hath been no sound;  

There is a silence where no sound may be;  

In the cold grave, under the deep, deep sea,  

Or in wide desert, where no life is found, 

Which hath been mute, and still must sleep profound.  

No voice is hushed, no life treads silently; 

But clouds and cloudy shadows wander free,  

That never spoke, over the idle ground. 

 

But in green ruins, in the desolate walls  

Of antique palaces, where Man hath been,  
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Though the dun fox, or wild hyaena, calls,  

And owls, that flit continually between,  

Shriek to the echo, and the low winds moan,  

There the true Silence is, self-conscious and alone. 

 

Thomas Hood 

 

 

 

CROSSING THE WATER 
 

Black lake, black boat, two black, cut-paper people. 

Where do the black trees go that drink here? 

Their shadows must cover Canada. 

 

A little light is filtering from tlic water flowers. 

Their leaves do not wish us to hurry: 

They are round and flat and full of dark advice. 

 

Cold worlds shake from the oar. 

The spirit of blackness is in us, it is in the fishes. 

A snag is lifting a valedictory, pale hand; 

 

Stars open among the lilies. 

Are you not blinded by such expressionless sirens? 

This is the silence of astounded souls. 

 

Sylvia Plath. From Crossing the Water (1971) 
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WRITTEN IN  
NORTHAMPTON COUNTY ASYLUM * 
 

I am! yet what I am, who cares or knows?  

My friends forsake me, like a memory lost.  

I am the self-consumer of my woes; 

They rise and vanish, an oblivious host,  

Shadows of life, whose very soul is lost.  

And yet I am; I live - though I am tossed 

 

Into the nothingness of scorn and noise,  

Into the living sea of waking dream, 

Where there is neither sense of life, nor joys,  

But the huge shipwreck of my own esteem 

And all that‘s dear. Even those I loved the best  

Are strange, nay they are stranger than the rest. 
 
I long for scenes where never man has trod, 

For scenes where woman never smiled nor wept,  

There to abide with my creator, God, 

And sleep as I in childhood sweetly slept 

Full of high thoughts, unborn. So let me die –  

The grass below; above, the vaulted sky. 

 

John Clare 

 

* Clare‘s poem is usually known, nowadays, by a twee and bowdlerised 

name: I Am. I‘m proud to present it, instead, with the title its author 

intended.   

 

Stephen Jackson 
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HYSTERIA 
 

As she laughed I was aware of becoming involved in her laughter and being 

part of it, until her teeth were only accidental stars with a talent for squad-

drill. I was drawn in by short gasps, inhaled at each momentary recovery, 

lost finally in the dark caverns of her throat, bruised by the ripple of unseen 

muscles. An elderly waiter with trembling hands was hurriedly spreading a 

pink and white checked cloth over the rusty green iron table, saying: ‗If the 

lady and gentleman wish to take their tea in the garden, if the lady and 

gentleman wish to take their tea in the garden…‘ I decided that if the 

shaking of her breasts could be stopped, some of the fragments of the 

afternoon might be collected, and I concentrated my attention with careful 

subtlety to this end. 

 

Thomas Sterns Eliot (USA-UK, 1888-1965) 

 

 

LITHIUM 
 

After the arc of ECT  

and the blunt concussion of pills,  

they gave him lithium to cling to –  

the psychiatrist‘s stone.  

A metal that floats on water,  

must be kept in kerosene,  

can be drawn into wire.  

(He who had jumped in the harbour,  

burnt his hair off,  

been caught hanging from the light.)  

He‘d heard it was once used  

to make hydrogen bombs,  

but now was a coolant for nuclear reactors,  

so he broke out of hospital barefoot  

and walked ten miles to meet me in the snow. 

 

Robin Robertson (Scotland, 20
th

 century) 
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COUNTING THE MAD 
 

This one was put in a jacket, 

This one was sent home, 

This one was given bread and meat 

But would eat none, 

And this one cried No No No No 

All day long. 

This one looked at the window 

As though it were a wall, 

This one saw things that were not there, 

This one things that were, 

And this one cried No No No No 

All day long. 

This one thought himself a bird, 

This one a dog, 

And this one thought himself a man, 

An ordinary man, 

And cried and cried No No No No 

All day long. 

 

Donald Justice (USA, born 1925) 

 

 

 

WAKING IN THE BLUE  
 

The night attendant, a B.U. sophomore,  

rouses from the mare‘s-nest of his drowsy head  

propped on The Meaning of Meaning.  

He catwalks down our corridor.  

Azure day  

makes my agonized blue window bleaker.  

Crows maunder on the petrified fairway.  

Absence! My hearts grows tense  

as though a harpoon were sparring for the kill.  

(This is the house for the ―mentally ill.‖)  
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What use is my sense of humour?  

I grin at Stanley, now sunk in his sixties,  

once a Harvard all-American fullback,  

(if such were possible!)  

still hoarding the build of a boy in his twenties,  

as he soaks, a ramrod  

with a muscle of a seal  

in his long tub,  

vaguely urinous from the Victorian plumbing.  

A kingly granite profile in a crimson gold-cap,  

worn all day, all night,   

he thinks only of his figure,  

of slimming on sherbert and ginger ale -  

more cut off from words than a seal.  

This is the way day breaks in Bowditch Hall at McLean‘s;  

the hooded night lights bring out ―Bobbie,‖ 

Porcellian ‗29,  

a replica of Louis XVI  

without the wig -  

redolent and roly-poly as a sperm whale,  

as he swashbuckles about in his birthday suit  

and horses at chairs.  

  

These victorious figures of bravado ossified young.  

  

In between the limits of day,  

hours and hours go by under the crew haircuts  

and slightly too little nonsensical bachelor twinkle  

of the Roman Catholic attendants.  

(There are no Mayflower  

screwballs in the Catholic Church.)  

  

After a hearty New England breakfast,  

I weigh two hundred pounds  

this morning. Cock of the walk,  

I strut in my turtle-necked French sailor‘s jersey  

before the metal shaving mirrors,  

and see the shaky future grow familiar  

in the pinched, indigenous faces  

of these thoroughbred mental cases,  
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twice my age and half my weight.  

We are all old-timers,  

each of us holds a locked razor.   

  

Robert Lowell (USA: 1917-1977) 

 

 

 

THERAPY ROOM 
 

Joe‘s making a stool.  

I‘m weaving a basket.  

Someone‘s making coffee  

Dee says I can sing 

and she does. 

Jane won‘t make an 

ashtray.  

Arthur‘s sulking because 

the priest wouldn‘t re- 

christen him Jesus. 

Jane still won‘t make 

an ashtray, instead 

she becomes a dog.  

ggrrr Woof woof Woof!  

Dogs don‘t make ashtrays.  

Dee‘s singing the national anthem. 

Arthur blesses me.  

Sydney hasn‘t spoken  

all morning, or yesterday  

or the day before,  

ggrrrr Woof Woof! 

Shit said Joe 

I‟m going to discharge  

myself from this place 

  

it‟s driving me mad.  

Realizing what he had  

said, he starts to laugh.  

I also start to laugh, the man on my left  
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(who didn‘t hear Joe)  

starts to laugh as well. We all laugh 

except Sid who wants  

to die (and means it).  

Then we had coffee. 

  

Bill Lewis (England: born 1953) 

 

 

LULLABY 
 

It is a summer evening.  

The yellow moths sag 

against the locked screens 

and the faded curtains 

suck over the window sills 

and from another building 

a goat calls in his dreams. 

This is the TV parlor 

in the best ward at Bedlam. 

The night nurse is passing 

out the evening pills. 

She walks on two erasers, 

padding by us one by one. 

MY sleeping pill is white. 

It is a splendid pearl; 

it floats me out of myself, 

my stung skin as alien 

as a loose bolt of cloth. 

I will ignore the bed. 

I am linen on a shelf. 

Let the others moan in secret; 

let each lost butterfly 

go home. Old woolen head, 

take me like a yellow moth 

while the goat calls hush- 

a-bye. 

  

Anne Sexton (USA: 1928-1974) 
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ON A PAINTING BY 
PATIENT B OF THE INDEPENDENCE 
STATE HOSPITAL FOR THE INSANE 
 

 

I 

 

These seven houses have learned to face one another, 

But not at the expected angles. Those silly brown lumps, 

That are probably meant for hills and not other houses, 

After ages of being themselves, though naturally slow, 

Are learning to be exclusive without offending. 

The arches and entrances (down to the right out of sight) 

Have mastered the lesson of remaining closed. 

And even the skies keep a certain understandable distance, 

For these are the houses of the very rich. 

 

 

II 

 

One sees their children playing with leopards, tamed 

At great cost, or perhaps it is only other children, 

For none of these objects is anything more than a spot, 

And perhaps there are not any children but only leopards 

Playing with leopards, and perhaps there are only the spots. 

And the little maids from the windows hanging like tongues, 

Calling the children in, admiring the leopards, 

Are the dashes a child might represent motion by means of, 

Or dazzlement possibly, the brilliance of solid-gold houses. 

 

 

III 

 

The clouds resemble those empty balloons in cartoons 

Which approximate silence. These clouds, if clouds they are      

(And not the smoke from the seven aspiring chimneys), 

The more one studies them the more it appears 

They too have expressions. One might almost say 
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They have their habits, their wrong opinions, that their 

Impassivity masks an essentially lovable foolishness, 

And they will be given names by those who live under them 

Not public like mountains ‗but private like companions‘. 

 

Donald Justice (USA, born 1925) 

 

 

 

MAD SONG 
 

The wild winds weep, 

And the night is a-cold;  

Come hither, Sleep, 

And my griefs enfold!...  

But lo! the morning peeps  

Over the eastern steeps, 

And the rustling beds of dawn  

The earth do scorn. 

 

Lo! to the vault 

Of paved heaven, 

With sorrow fraught, 

My notes are driven: 

They strike the ear of Night,  

Make weak the eyes of Day; 

They make mad the roaring winds,  

And with the tempests play, 

 

Like a fiend in a cloud, 

With howling woe 

After night I do crowd 

And with night will go; 

I turn my back to the east 

From whence comforts have increased;  

For light doth seize my brain 

With frantic pain. 

 

William Blake 
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TO ONE IN BEDLAM 
 

With delicate, mad hands, behind his sordid bars, 

Surely he hath his posies, which they tear and twine; 

Those scentless wisps of straw, that miserably line 

His strait, caged universe, whereat the dull world stares, 

 

Pedant and pitiful. O, how his rapt gaze wars 

With their stupidity! Know they what dreams divine 

Lift his long, laughing reveries like enchanted wine, 

And make his melancholy germane to the stars? 

 

O lamentable brother! if those pity thee, 

Am I not fain of all thy lone eyes promise me; 

Half a fool‘s kingdom, far from men who sow and reap, 

All their days, vanity? Better than mortal flowers, 

Thy moon-kissed roses seem: better than love or sleep, 

The star-crowned solitude of thine oblivious hours! 

 

   Ernest Christopher Dowson 

 

 
 

THE LATE RICHARD DADD,  
1817-1888 
 

The Kentish Independent of 1843 

carried his pictures of his father, himself  

and the scene of his crime. The first photojournalist: 

fairy-painter, father-slayer, poor, bad, mad Richard  

 

His extended Grand Tour took in the Holy Land  

and ended in Bethlem Hospital, with its long panoptical  

galleries, spider plants, whippets and double gaslights. 

He had outlived himself at twenty-six… 
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There was one day he seemed to catch sunstroke.  

He fancied the black, scorched beard of a sheikh 

would furnish him with some ‗capital paintbrushes‘.  

Sailing up the Nile, on the Hecate, 

 

they spent Christmas Day eating boiled eggs 

and plum pudding, and playing cards for the captain‘s soul.  

The temples at Luxor stood under a full moon, lightly boiled. 

Sir Thomas got off to try and bag a crocodile. 

The route up from Marseille went as the crow flies – 

precipitately, a dash from ear to ear. 

A fellow traveller let him play with his collar and tie,  

until he pulled out ‗an excellent English razor‘. 

 

There was his watercolour, Dead Camel,  

and a series of drawings of his friends,  

all with their throats cut, 

Frith, Egg, Dadd, Phillip and O‘Neill. 

 

He saw himself as a catspaw, Osiris‘s right-hand man  

on earth. His digs in Newman Street 

contained three hundred eggs, and the earth  

cracked when he walked on it. 
 

Michael Hoffmann (born Germany, 1957) 

 

 

THE TURKISH CARPET 
 

No man could have been more unfaithful 

To his wife than me; 

Scarcely a day passed 

That I was not unfaithful to her. 

I would be in the living room ostensibly reading or writing 

When she‘d come home from work unexpectedly early  

And, popping her head round the door, find me wrapped round 

A figure of despair. 

It would not have been too bad if I‘d been wrapped round  

Another woman - that would have been infidelity of a kind 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 441 

With which my wife could have coped.  

What she could not cope with, try as she did, 

Was the infidelity of unhope, 

The personal betrayal of universal despair.   

When my wife called to me from the living-room door 

Tremblingly ajar; with her head peering round it -  

The paintwork studded with headwounds and knuckleprints - 

Called to me across the red, red grass of home -   

The Turkish carpet -  

Which her gay mother had given us as a wedding present 

(And on which our children had so often played 

Dolls‘ houses on their hands and knees 

And headstands and cartwheels and dances, 

And on which we ourselves had so often made love), 

I clutched my despair to my breast 

And with brutality kissed it - Sweet Despair -  

Staring red-eyed down at The Turkish Carpet. 

O my dear husband, will you not be faithful to me? 

Have I not given you hope all the days of my life? 

 

Paul Durcan (Eire, born 1944) 

 

 

NOTES TOWARDS  
A NECESSARY SUICIDE 
 

The practical consequences of loneliness and depression - 

Apart from a tendency to contemplate suicide at awkward moments - 

Meeting an acquaintance on the street and having to rock 

Back on my heels in affability - 

Are taking an age to do the washing up 

Or taking another age to make the bed 

Or, in both cases, winding up by doing neither 

Or, as was the case this morning, 

In a tactic to buck the rut, 

Driving over to Sandymount Strand, 

Only to find myself unable to get out of the car. 
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I sit up in the driving seat 

Trying to keep sitting upright, 

Trying not to put my head in my hands, 

Trying to concentrate on Dublin Bay‘s gallops of white horses. 

I drive back to my den, fretful 

I might not be able to make it 

From cardoor to housedoor, 

I climb up the stair - climb and climb and climb 

And climb and climb 

And climb and climb and climb - 

And get into bed in my clothes 

And pulverize the ceiling 

With making-eyes blinks 

Before pulling down a pillow over my head 

And listening to the booming of my own sobbing. 

 

Ad infinitum I think of Virginia Woolf and know 

That sooner or later I will have to go down to the river: 

The Dodder at night where it flows past Lansdowne Rugby Ground 

And join my father and his brothers down among the umbrellas and fridges, 

The hoops and the horseshoes. 

I have always been affiliated to umbrellas and fridges, 

Hoops and horseshoes. 

I think of buckets of champagne and rain bucketing down. 

Not perish but relish the prospect of suicide 

In the rain with ice-cold champagne. 

 

―In Ringsend Park this morning the body was discovered 

Of the middle-aged, minor-major poet Paul Durcan 

In black suit, white shirt, bow tie 

Under a tree in the rain with piles 

Of empty champagne bottles all around him, 

Greeting cards, faxes, bouquets. 

His amused colleagues did not express astonishment; 

All were agreed that he was, 

In the words of Brian Ryan, playwright, 

―A serious man for the weddings.‖ 

 

Paul Durcan (Eire, born 1944.   

From Greetings to our Friends in Brazil) 
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WANTING TO DIE 
 

Since you ask, most days I cannot remember. 

I walk in my clothing, unmarked by that voyage. 

Then the almost unnameable lust returns. 

 

Even then I have nothing against life. 

I know well the grass blades you mention, 

the furniture you have placed under the sun. 

 

But suicides have a special language. 

Like carpenters they want to know which tools. 

They never ask why build. 

 

Twice I have so simply declared myself, 

have possessed the enemy, eaten the enemy, 

have taken on his craft, his magic. 

 

In this way, heavy and thoughtful, 

warmer than oil or water, 

I have rested, drooling at the mouth-hole. 

 

I did not think of my body at needle point. 

Even the cornea and the leftover urine were gone. 

Suicides have already betrayed the body. 

 

Still-born, they don‘t always die, 

but dazzled, they can‘t forget a drug so sweet 

that even children would look on and smile. 

 

To thrust all that life under your tongue! - 

that, all by itself, becomes a passion. 

Death‘s a sad bone; bruised, you‘d say, 

 

and yet she waits for me, year after year, 

to so delicately undo an old wound, 

to empty my breath from its bad prison. 

 

Balanced there, suicides sometimes meet, 
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raging at the fruit, a pumped-up moon, 

leaving the bread they mistook for a kiss, 

leaving the page of the book carelessly open, 

something unsaid, the phone off the hook 

And the love, whatever it was, an infection 
 

Anne Sexton (USA, 1928-1974: written 3 Feb 1964) 

 

 

 

INTROSPECTION OF A SIBYL 
 

If only I could be aware of what is happening 

in that void, that gap, that murky, fathomless cleft  

where space and time must exist 

between inspiration and the sound of my own voice:  

the truth I never once have heard 

a moment earlier than my listeners. 

 

But I am no more conscious of the prophecies  

than I can understand the language of birds.   

A bird is singing now. 

In spite of legend, like everyone else,  

I wonder and guess at its message. 

My oracles come like bird-song - or how I imagine  

they must begin to sing - by instinct: 

neither needing nor able to think. 

 

The most terrible phrases burst from my mouth.  

My profession is to doom strangers. 

Already, as a girl, 

playing ball with my friends in the village square  

or feeding my tame pigeon, I remember 

being even more appalled than my parents  

by what I‘d say: an unforgivable insult 

dealt out in all innocence, or a blurted sentence  

like a gift to confirm good fortune. 

 

How I admire control, and yearn to achieve it. 
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I‘ve become almost grateful to those who control me.  

Before, I never knew when it would begin, 

the demon or angel invade me; 

realised by the closed, startled expressions  

on the faces of those standing round –  

as though shutters crashed down –  

that again I‘d defined or foretold,  

unerringly exposed the poor secret  

some old man kept hidden all his life:  

with sight as sharp as an eagle 

who spots the single darting creature  

veering back and forth, exhausted,  

on a barren rocky mountainside,  

maddened by the shadow of its wings -   

and heavier than every element, 

surer than the laws of gravity,  

swoops for the kill. 

 

After a few times, you recognise 

a universal wariness. It takes longer 

to fear yourself, to accept the certainty  

of never illuminating that blankness –  

that vital hiatus when the demon or angel,  

the god, perhaps, takes possession 

and you don‘t exist 

yet have the power of a god. 

 

Panic of falling - said to be 

the sole inborn fear of a human infant. 

Deeper than fear, I‘ve learned, lies the greatest pleasure:  

nausea and exhilaration of plummeting free -   

the glee of surrender of nullity,  

temptation more primal than any craving for security: watching 

the slow retreat of the gods, their stronghold  

in flames, withdrawing from toppling towers,  

abandoning our earth forever. 

 

And the price for such knowledge? To have  

absolutely no command over your life,  

your words - no possibility 
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of calculated effects or tactics or policy. 

But how useful you can be to others; and how lucky  

if rather than burning or stoning, they protect you,  

feed you, and let the simple folk praise you, 

keep you safe as a caged bird –  

and call you a sibyl. 

 

Ruth Fainlight (USA-UK, born 1931) 

 

 

 

IN A DARK TIME 
 

In a dark time, the eye begins to see, 

I meet my shadow in the deepening shade; 

I hear my echo in the echoing wood - 

A lord of nature weeping to a tree, 

I live between the heron and the wren, 

Beasts of the hill and serpents of the den. 

What‘s madness but nobility of soul 

At odds with circumstance? The day‘s on fire! 

I know the purity of pure despair, 

My shadow pinned against a sweating wall, 

That place among the rocks - is it a cave, 

Or winding path? The edge is what I have. 

A steady storm of correspondences! 

A night flowing with birds, a ragged moon, 

And in broad day the midnight come again! 

A man goes far to find out what he is-- 

Death of the self in a long, tearless night, 

All natural shapes blazing unnatural light. 

Dark,dark my light, and darker my desire. 

My soul, like some heat-maddened summer fly, 

Keeps buzzing at the sill. Which I is I? 

A fallen man, I climb out of my fear.  

The mind enters itself, and God the mind, 

And one is One, free in the tearing wind. 

 

Theodore Roethke (USA: 1908-1963) 
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I BRUSSELS 1873  
 

Under the X-ray sun, two poêtes  

Maudits sit drinking absinthe: Paul,  

Lecherously lachrymose at having  

Abandoned wife, child, priest, for Rimb,  

Heaven-born boy with Hellfire tongue,  

Hair a torn halo round his head  

And eyes that gaze deep in his glass.  

 

Drunken on language, they hurl down,  

In rivalry between them, boasts   

Each clamouring he had the more  

Obscene childhood, spent all day  

Crouching in holes of latrines, spying  

Up at those parts the grown-ups hide  

Under pious hypocrisies  

Of hymns sung, sermons preached, in church:  

Cocks cunts arse-holes from out of whose  

Passages issue piss shit blood,  

Excremental extremities  

Dictionaries grudge four letters to  

And doctors bury in deep tomes  

Of dead words in dead languages  

Like Latin names inscribed on tombs.  

 

Delirious with ecstasy  

Of shames let fly against the sun  

Rimb leaps up on the table, tears 

His clothes apart above the knees  

And shows embossed upon one thigh  

A cicatrice like a medallion.  

‗My gilded stamp of sin,‘ he cries,  

‗That I was born with, my true self.‘  

 

Ecstatic at such innocence  

Of shames let fly against the sun  

Paul, slobbering, rises from his chair  

And plants his tongue upon that place.  
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White with contempt, the boy taunts him:  

‗Mad aunt! Crazed shepherdess! Fuck off!‘  

And knocks Paul down. Paul rises, feels  

Inside the darkness of a pocket  

A gun that yearns to reach its target,  

Rimb‟s ice-black heart, the centre of  

Their love turned hate: and aiming at  

That centre, misses, wounds a finger.  

 

The boy, become all child again,  

Runs to his mother‘s womb - ‗Police! Help!  

Maman!‟ Two gendarmes rushing in  

Take Paul away, to spend two years  

Spieling poems - his penances!  

 

Stephen Spender (England):  

Poètes Maudits (from Dolphins, 1994) 

 

  

  

BOOZE AND BARDS 
 

I do a lot of thinking stuff all day long 

You know trying to chase those words around the page 

If I can round up enough of those critters 

I might earn a living wage 

 

Every morning down the poetry pit 

Cut a few tons from the verseface 

But the sky‘s always darkening by the time 

I clamber up to the surface 

 

That‘s when I run to catch the Jungle Juice Train 

Everybody says He‘s at it again 

Well the Jungle Juice Train‘s what I travel on 

To the dear old station of Oblivion 

 

And here‘s a health to the corpse of Dylan Thomas 
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And to all of the pain in the poetry dome 

He fell among strangers time after time 

But he only wanted to be carried home 

 

Adrian Mitchell (England, born 1932) 

 

 

 

THE LION TAMER 
 

―Well, what do you work at?‖ she said to me after about six months 

Of what a mutual journalist friend was pleased to call our ―relationship‖. 

―I‘m a lion tamer,‖ I replied, off-handedly as possible, 

Hoping she‘d say: ―Are you really?‖ 

Instead she said, ―I don‘t believe you.‖ 

I jumped up from my chair and I strode across the room, 

Stumbling over a wickerwork magazine rack. 

I knelt on one knee at her feet and gazed up at her:  

Slowly she edged away from me and backed out the door 

And glancing out the window I saw her bounding down the road, 

Her fair hair gleaming in the wind, her crimson voice growling. 

I kicked over a stool and threw my whip on the floor. 

What I had hoped for was a thorough mauling. 

But she preferred artistic types.  She had no appetite for lion tamers. 

 

Paul Durcan (Ireland, born 1944) 

 

 

 

WARRANTY  
 

Full-sailed upon imagination‘s tide, 

I was as God; I compassed time and space 

In one swift glance; the sorrows on the face 

Of man scorched through me; my creation cried 

For word whereby I should be justified, 

For news of my most secret thoughts of grace, 

And then was I afraid in my proud place, 
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Having no word though man was crucified. 

 

Then some forgotten virtue that had passed 

Out of my breath to man flowed back to me, 

The warrior hope that was his holy bread, 

And I was patient then and comforted, 

Knowing that things desired should surely be, 

That all he sought I must bestow at last.  

 

John Drinkwater (England, 1882-1937) 

 

 

 

CHILDHOOD INCIDENT 
 

One summer day at noon in our family kitchen 

In my twelfth year I watched my mother cooking 

The Collected Poems of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 
 

This was, I must admit it, a dirty book. 

I had picked it out from an even dirtier junk-stall 

Down in the market, near the church that used the incense. 

 

Mrs Browning, as I remember, cost me sixpence - 

Which was all my pocket money, plus a penny borrowed, 

But I forked out for her gladly on account of her famous love. 

 

Alas as I took the book from the Pakistani stall-keeper, 

Wiping the dirt of the years from it with my shirt sleeve, 

This funeral came out of the church that used the incense… 

 

Back home, my mother saw red at the sight of Mrs Browning 

And when, in my stammering, I blurted out about the Pakistani 

And then the purple coffin - well, it was just too much! 

My mother took Elizabeth Barrett Browning in a pair of fire-tongs 

And deposited her in the oven, turning the gas up high, 

Remarking that this was the way to kill all known germs. 
 

I feared then that what I would see would be the burning 

Of Elizabeth Barrett Browning in our family kitchen; 
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But, praise to God, my mother knew her regulos. 

 

I remember the venial smell of the baking 

Of Elizabeth Barrett Browning in our family kitchen. 

I can still see those pages that curled and cracked, 

 

And the limp green leather cover that peeled away like lichen 

From the body of the book, and the edges turning gold. 

And the hot glue‘s hiss and bubble down the spine. 
 

But most clearly I recall as if this was just yesterday 

An odd but quite distinct and - yes - poetic scent 

Which arose from the remains of Mrs Browning‘s Poems 

 

When they came out baked and browned from my mother‘s oven 

And lay steaming there on the table in the family kitchen. 

It was, I swear to God, a whiff of incense. 

 

Robert Nye (England, born 1939) 

 

 

 

ASPENS 
 

Imagine a young man, alone, without anyone. 

The moment a few raindrops streaked his glass 

he began to scribble. 

He lived in a tenement with mice for company. 

I loved his bravery. 

 

Someone else a few doors down 

played Segovia records all day.   

He never left his room, and no one could blame him. 

At night he could hear the other‘s  

typewriter going, and feel comforted. 

 

Literature and music. 

Everyone dreaming of Spanish horsemen 

And courtyards. 
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Processions.  Ceremony, and  

resplendence. 

 

Aspen trees. 

Days of rain and high water. 

Leaves hammered into the ground finally. 

In my heart, this plot of earth 

That the storm lights. 

 

Raymond Carver (USA, 1938-1988) 

 

 

 

THE WORK 
 

There now, it‘s finished: there‘s no more to be done.  

How heavy the pen‘s weight in my hand! 

It was so light a little while ago,  

Lively as quicksilver. 

All I had to do was follow it;  

It guided my hand 

The way a sighted person guides a blind one,  

The way a woman leads you to the dance.  

Now that‘s enough, the work is finished,  

Polished, spherical. 

If you removed so much as a word  

You‘d leave a hole that oozes serum.  

If you should add one, it would  

Stick out like an ugly wart.  

Change one and it would jar  

Like a dog howling at a concert. 

What to do now? How to detach yourself?  

With every work that‘s born you die a little. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy: written 15 January 1983) 
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A VALLEY 
 

There is a valley which only I know.  

It‘s not reached easily. 

There are crags at the entrance, 

Thickets and secret fords and rushing waters,  

And the paths are reduced to faint traces.  

Most atlases don‘t know about it: 

I found the way in by myself.  

It took me years, 

Making mistakes, as often happens,  

But it wasn‘t wasted time. 

I don't know who was there before me:  

One person, several, none; 

It doesn‘t matter. 

There are marks on the slabs of rock,  

Some beautiful, all mysterious; 

Some certainly not made by human hands. 

Toward the bottom there are beech trees and birches;  

Up above, larches and firs, 

Always sparser, tormented by the wind  

That carries off their pollen in the spring  

When the first marmots wake. 

Still higher there are seven lakes  

Of unpolluted water, 

Limpid, dark, icy and very deep.  

At this elevation, the local plants  

Give out, but almost on the pass  

There is a sturdy solitary tree,  

Thriving and evergreen, 

Which no one has ever named: 

Maybe it‘s the one mentioned in Genesis. 

It blossoms and bears fruit in every season,  

Even when snow burdens its branches. 

There are no others of its kind: it fertilizes itself.  

Its trunk bears old wounds 

From which a bittersweet  

Resin oozes, bearer of oblivion. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy: written  29 October 1984) 
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MASTERPIECE 
 

The only masterpiece  

I ever created 

was a picture of the moth Thysania agrippina  

in pastel on grey paper. 

 

Because I was never 

much good at painting. The essence of art  

is that we aren‘t very good at it. 

 

The moth Thysania agrippina  

rose from the stiff grey paper 

with outstretched, comb-like antennae, 

with a plush bottom resembling the buttocks 

of the pigwidgeons of Hieronymus Bosch,  

with thin legs on a shrunken chest 

like those on Breughel‘s grotesque figures  

in ‗Dulle Griet‘, it turned into Dulle Griet 

with a bundle of pots and pans in her bony hand, 

 

it turned into Bodhiddharma 

with long sleeves, 
 

it was Ying or Shade 

and Yang or Light, Chwei or Darkness  

and Ming or Glow, it had 

the black colour of water, the ochre colour of earth,  

the blue colour of wood. 

 

I was as proud of it as an Antwerp councillor,  

or the Tenth Patriarch from the Yellow River, 

 

I sprinkled it with shellac, which is 

the oath that painters swear on Goethe‘s Science of Colours, 

 

and then the art teacher took it to his study 
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and I forgot all about it 

the way Granny used to forget  

her dentures in a glass. 

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech Republic: born 1923) 

(Translated by Dana Habova and David Young) 

 

 

 

PETITION 
 

Sir, no man‘s enemy, forgiving all 

But will its negative inversion, be prodigal:  

Send to us power and light, a sovereign touch  

Curing the intolerable neural itch, 

The exhaustion of weaning, the liar‘s quinsy,  

And the distortions of ingrown virginity.  

Prohibit sharply the rehearsed response 

And gradually correct the coward‘s stance; 

Cover in time with beams those in retreat 

That, spotted, they turn though the reverse were great,  

Publish each healer that in city lives 

Or country houses at the end of drives;  

Harrow the house of the dead; look shining at  

New styles of architecture, a change of heart. 

 

Wystan Hugh Auden (England, 1907-1973) 
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BRIC-À-BRAC 
 

Little things that no one needs -   

Little things to joke about -  

Little landscapes, done in beads.  

Little morals, woven out,  

Little wreaths of gilded grass, 

Little brigs of whittled oak  

Bottled painfully in glass; 

These are made by lonely folk. 

 

Lonely folk have lines of days  

Long and faltering and thin;  

Therefore - little wax bouquets,  

Prayers cut upon a pin, 

Little maps of pinkish lands  

Little charts of curly seas,  

Little plats of linen strands, 

Little verses, such as these. 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA, 1893-1967).  From Sunset Gun 
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MARIANA 
 

„Mariana in the moated grange‟ (MEASURE FOR MEASURE)  

 

With blackest moss the flower-plots  

Were thickly crusted, one and all: 

The rusted nails fell from the knots  

That held the pear to the garden-wall.  

The broken sheds looked sad and strange: 

Unlifted was the clinking latch;  

Weeded and worn the ancient thatch  

Upon the lonely moated grange. 

She only said, “My life is dreary,  

He cometh not,” she said; 

She said, “I am aweary, aweary,  

I would that 1 were dead!” 

 

Her tears fell with the dews at even;  

Her tears fell ere the dews were dried; 

She could not look on the sweet heaven,  

Either at morn or eventide. 

After the flitting of the bats, 

When thickest dark did trance the sky,  

She drew her casement-curtain by  

And glanced athwart the glooming flats.  

She only said, “The night is dreary, 

He cometh not,” she said;  

She said, “1 am aweary, aweary,  

I would that I were dead!” 

 

Upon the middle of the night, 

Waking she heard the night-foul crow:  

The cock sung out an hour ere light:  

From the dark fen the oxen‘s low 

Came to her: without hope of change,  

In sleep she seemed to walk forlorn, 

Till cold winds woke the grey-eyed morn  

About the lonely moated grange. 

She only said, “The day is dreary,  
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He cometh not,” she said; 

She said, "I am aweary, aweary,  

I would that I were dead!” 

 

About a stone-cast from the wall 

A sluice with blackened water slept,  

And o'er it many, round and small,  

The clustered marish-mosses crept. 

Hard by a poplar shook alway, 

All silver-green with gnarled bark:  

For leagues no other tree did mark  

The level waste, the rounding grey. 

She only said, “My life is dreary,  

He cometh not,” she said; 

She said, “I am aweary, aweary,  

1 would that I were dead!”  

 

And ever when the moon was low, 

And the shrill winds were up and away,  

In the white curtain, to and fro, 

She saw the gusty shadow sway. 

 

But when the moon was very low, 

And wild winds bound within their cell,  

The shadow of the poplar fell 

Upon her bed, across her brow. 

She only said, “The night is dreary,  

He cometh not,” she said; 

She said, “I am aweary, aweary,  

I would that I were dead!” 

 

All day within the dreamy house,  

The doors upon their hinges creaked;  

The blue fly sung in the pane; the mouse  

Behind the mouldering wainscot shrieked,  

Or from the crevice peered about.  

Old faces glimmered thro‘ the doors  

Old footsteps trod the upper floors,  

Old voices called her from without.  

She only said, “My life is dreary,  
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He cometh not,” she said;  

She said, “I am aweary, aweary,  

I would that I were dead!” 

 

The sparrow‘s chirrup on the roof, 

The slow clock ticking, and the sound  

Which to the wooing wind aloof 

The poplar made, did all confound 

Her sense; but most she loathed the hour  

When the thick-moted sunbeam lay  

Athwart the chambers, and the day 

Was sloping toward his western bower.  

Then, said she, “I am very dreary,  

He wil1 not come,” she said; 

She wept, “I am aweary, aweary,  

Oh God, that I were dead!” 

 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

 

 

 

LOST LOVE 
 

His eyes are quickened so with grief,  

He can watch a grass or leaf 

Every instant grow; he can  

Clearly through a flint wall see,  

Or watch the startled spirit flee  

From the throat of a dead man. 

Across two countries he can hear, 

And catch your words before you speak. 

The woodlouse, or the maggot‘s weak  

Clamour rings in his sad ear; 

And noise so slight it would surpass  

Credence: - drinking sound of grass,  

Worm talk, clashing jaws of moth  

Chumbling holes in cloth: 

The groan of ants who undertake  

Gigantic loads for honour‘s sake, 
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Their sinews creak, their breath comes thin:  

Whirr of spiders when they spin, 

And minute whispering, mumbling, sighs  

Of idle grubs and flies. 

This man is quickened so with grief,  

He wanders god-like or like thief  

Inside and out, below, above,  

Without relief seeking lost love. 
 

Robert Graves (England, 1895-1985) 

 

 
GRIEF 
 

I tell you, hopeless grief is passionless;  

That only men incredulous of despair  

Half-taught in anguish, through the midnight air  

Beat upward to God‘s throne in loud access 

Of shrieking and reproach. Full desertness  

In souls, as countries, lieth silent-bare  

Under the blanching, vertical eye-glare 

Of the absolute Heavens. Deep-hearted man, express  

Grief for thy Dead in silence like to death:  

Most like a monumental statue set 

In everlasting watch and moveless woe,  

Till itself crumble to the dust beneath.  

Touch it: the marble eyelids are not wet;  

If it could weep, it could arise and go. 

 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
 

 

 

 

MONDAY 
 

Is anything sadder than a train 

That leaves when it‘s supposed to,  
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That has only one voice,  

Only one route? 

There‘s nothing sadder. 

 

Except perhaps a cart horse,  

Shut between two shafts 

And unable even to look sideways. 

Its whole life is walking. 

 

And a man?  Isn‘t a man sad? 

If he lives in solitude a long time, 

If he believes time has run its course, 

A man is a sad thing too. 

 

Primo Levi (Italy: written 17 January 1946) 

 

 

 

Sonnet xix: ON HIS BLINDNESS 
 

When I consider how my light is spent 

Ere half my days in this dark world and wide,  

And that one talent which is death to hide 

Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent  

To serve therewith my Maker, and present 

My true account, lest He returning chide;  

‗Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?‘ 

 I fondly ask. But Patience, to prevent 

That murmur, soon replies, ‗God doth not need  

Either man‘s work or his own gifts.  Who best  

Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state  

Is kingly: thousands at his bidding speed, 

And post o‘er land and ocean without rest;  

They also serve who only stand and wait.‘ 

 

John Milton  
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MILTON 
 

Milton, his face set fair for Paradise, 

And knowing that he and Paradise were lost  

In separate desolation, bravely crossed 

Into his second night and paid his price. 

There towards the end he to the dark tower came  

Set square in the gate, a mass of blackened stone  

Crowned with vermilion fiends like streamers blown 

From a great funnel filled with roaring flame. 

 

Shut in his darkness, these he could not see,  

But heard the steely clamour known too well  

On Saturday nights in every street in Hell.  

Where, past the devilish din, could Paradise be?  

A footstep more, and his unblinded eyes 

Saw far and near the fields of Paradise. 

 

Edwin Muir (Scotland, 1887-1959): From One Foot in Eden 
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THE DANCER  
 

The young girl dancing lifts her face  

Passive among the drooping flowers;  

The jazz band clatters sticks and bones  

In a bright rhythm through the hours. 

 

The men in black conduct her round; 

With small sensations they are blind:  

Thus Saturn‘s Moons revolve embraced  

And through the cosmos wind. 

 

But Saturn has not that strange look  

Unhappy, still, and far away, 

As though upon the face of Night  

Lay the bright wreck of day. 

 

Walter James Turner (Australia-UK, 1889-1946)   

 

 

 

THE JAGUAR 
 

The apes yawn and adore their fleas in the sun. 

The parrots shriek as if they were on fire, or strut 

 Like cheap tarts to attract the stroller with a nut. 

Fatigued with indolence, tiger and lion 

 

Lie still as the sun. The boa-constrictor‘s coil  

Is a fossil. Cage after cage seems empty, or  

Stinks of sleepers from the breathing straw.  

It might be painted on a nursery wall. 

 

But who runs like the rest past these arrives 

At a cage where the crowd stands, stares, mesmerized,  

As a child at a dream; at a jaguar hurrying enraged  

Through prison darkness after the drills of his eyes 
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On a short fierce fuse. Not in boredom – 

The eye satisfied to be blind in fire, 

By the bang of blood in the brain deaf the ear –  

He spins from the bars, but there‘s no cage to him 

 

More than to the visionary his cell:  

His stride is wildernesses of freedom: 

The world rolls under the long thrust of his heel.  

Over the cage floor the horizons come. 

 

Ted Hughes (England,1930-1998): From Hawk In The Rain 

 

 

 

POEM ON THE UNDERGROUND  
 

Proud readers  

Hide behind tall newspapers.  

 

The young are all arms and legs  

Knackered by youth.  

 

Tourists sit bolt upright  

Trusting in nothing.  

 

Only the drunk and the crazy 

Aspire to converse.  

 

Only the poet  

Peruses his poem among the adverts.  

 

Only the elderly person  

Observes the request that the seat be offered  

to an elderly person.  

 

D J Enright (England, 1920-2002) 
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THE UNKNOWN CITIZEN 
(To JS/07/M/378 

This Marble Monument Is Erected by the State) 

 

He was found by the Bureau of Statistics to be 

One against whom there was no official complaint, 

And all the reports on his conduct agree 

That, in the modern sense of an old-fashioned word, he was a saint 

For in everything he did he served the Greater Community. 

Except for the War till the day he retired 

He worked in a factory and never got fired, 

But satisfied his employers, Fudge Motors Inc. 

Yet he wasn‘t a scab or odd in his views, 

For his Union reports that he paid his dues, 

(Our report on his Union shows it was sound) 

And our Social Psychology workers found 

That he was popular with his mates and liked a drink. 

The Press are convinced that he bought a paper every day 

And that his reactions to advertisements were normal in every way.  

Policies taken out in his name prove that he was fully insured, 

And his Health-card shows he was once in hospital but left it cured.  

Both Producers Research and High-Grade Living declare 

He was fully sensible to the advantages of the Instalment Plan 

And had everything necessary to the Modern Man, 

A phonograph, a radio, a car and a frigidaire. 

Our researchers into Public Opinion are content 

That he held the proper opinions for the time of year; 

When there was peace, he was for peace; when there was war, he went.  

He was married and added five children to the population, 

Which our Eugenist says was the right number for a parent of his generation,  

And our teachers report that he never interfered with their education.  

Was he free? Was he happy? The question is absurd: 

Had anything been wrong, we should certainly have heard. 

 

Wystan Hugh Auden (England: March, 1939) 

 

 

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 466 

THE CHOICE 

 

The prisoner wasting in the pit, 

The player bending over the strings,  

The wise man tangled in his wit,  

The angel grafted to his wings 

Are governed by necessity,  

Condemned to be whatever they are. 

Nor once from that to move away,  

Each his appointed prisoner. 

But the riddling sages say, 

It is your prison that sets you free,  

Else chaos would appropriate all.  

Out of chaos you built this wall,  

Raised this hovel of bone and clay 

To be a refuge for liberty. 

 

Edwin Muir (Scotland, 1887-1959): From One Foot in Eden 

 

 

 

EGYPT’S MIGHT  
IS TUMBLED DOWN 
 

Egypt‘s might is tumbled down 

Down a-down the deeps of thought;  

Greece is fallen and Troy town,  

Glorious Rome hath lost her crown, 

Venice‘s pride is nought. 

 

But the dreams their children dreamed  

Fleeting, unsubstantial, vain, 

Shadowy as the shadows seemed,  

Airy nothing, as they deemed, 

These remain. 

 

Mary Coleridge 
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THE PRISONERS  
 

Far far the least of all, in want,  

Are these, 

The prisoners 

Turned massive with their vaults and dark with dark. 

 

They raise no hands, which rest upon their knees, 

But lean their solid eyes against the night,  

Dimly they feel 

Only the furniture they use in cells. 

 

Their Time is almost Death. The silted flow  

Of years on years 

Is marked by dawns 

As faint as cracks on mud-flats of despair. 

 

My pity moves amongst them like a breeze 

On walls of stone 

Fretting for summer leaves, or like a tune  

On ears of stone. 

 

Then, when I raise my hands to strike,  

It is too late, 

There are no chains that fall  

Nor visionary liquid door 

Melted with anger. 

 

When have their lives been free from walls and dark  

And airs that choke?  

And where less prisoner to let my anger  

Like a sun strike? 

 

If I could follow them from room to womb  

To plant some hope  

Through the black silk of the big-bellied gown  

There would I win.  
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No, no, no,  

It is too late for anger,  

Nothing prevails  

But pity for the grief they cannot feel. 

 

Stephen Spender (England, 1909-1995) 

 

 

 

EXECUTIONS 
 

Jan Sladky, known as Kozina,  

was hanged in November 1695  

on the spot where today 

stands the brewery‘s water-tower. 

A scrap of his body remained on the rope  

for a whole year 

for the eyes of the city  

as a lesson. 

 

A few robber barons 

dutifully beheaded in the square.  

A few witches were burnt. 

A few adulteresses and newborn babes  

were strangled. 

 

And to this day. 

 

You only have to 

look into people‘s eyes, and inside are  

squares, 

breweries,  

cages,  

gags, 

dry wood. 

A tiny, permanent hangman. 

 

A scrap of a body behind the eyes  
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as a lesson 

to others. 

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech Republic, born 1923) 

From Supposed to Fly 

 

 

 

REQUIEM 
 

He got up so lightly 

that he didn‘t appear in the mirror,  

he shuffled across the shabby floorboards, 

which were beginning to crack, 

he closed the door to the landing,  

where a picture of the Black Lake  

was beginning to fade, 

he descended the stairs  

with their worn carpet, 

in the hall, where a light-bulb had gone,  

he turned off the switch, for safety, 

he double-locked the front door,  

took a last look at the garden,  

shut the half-rotten gate 

and limping vanished into the street, 

 

which led to a street,  

which led to streets,  

which led to all streets, 

which led to the infinitely crooked streets 

of his native town. 

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech Republic, born 1923)  

From Supposed to Fly 
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PIGTAIL  
 

When all the women in the transport  

had their heads shaved  

four workmen with brooms made of birch twigs  

swept up  

and gathered up the hair  

 

Behind clean glass  

the stiff hair lies  

of those suffocated in gas chambers  

there are pins and side combs  

in this hair  

 

The hair is not shot through with light  

is not parted by the breeze  

is not touched by any hand  

or rain or lips  

 

In huge chests  

clouds of dry hair  

of those suffocated  

and a faded plait  

a pigtail with a ribbon  

pulled at school  

by naughty boys.  

 

[The Museum, Auschwitz, 1948]  

 

Tadeusz Rozewicz (Poland, born 1921) 

Translated from the Polish by Adam Czerniawski  
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MAY 16, 1973 
 

One of those many dates 

that no longer ring a bell. 

Where I was going that day, 

what I was doing - I don‘t know. 

Whom I met, what we talked about, 

I can‘t recall. 

If a crime had been committed nearby, 

I wouldn‘t have had an alibi. 

The sun flared and died 

beyond my horizons. 

The earth rotated 

unnoted in my notebooks. 

I‘d rather think 

that I‘d temporarily died 

than that I kept on living 

and can‘t remember a thing. 

I wasn‘t a ghost, after all. 

I breathed, I ate, 

I walked. 

My steps were audible, 

my fingers surely left 

their prints on doorknobs. 

Mirrors caught my reflection. 

I wore something or other in such-and-such a colour. 

Somebody must have seen me. 

Maybe I found something that day 

that had been lost. 

Maybe I lost something that turned up later. 

I was filled with feelings and sensations. 

Now all that‘s like 

a line of dots in parentheses. 

Where was I hiding out, 

where did I bury myself? 

Not a bad trick 

to vanish before my own eyes. 

I shake my memory. 

Maybe something in its branches 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 472 

that has been asleep for years 

will start up with a flutter. 

No. 

Clearly I‘m asking too much. 

Nothing less than one whole second. 

 

Wislawa Szymborska (Poland: winner of the  

1996 Nobel Prize for Literature) 

 

 

 

DICTATOR 
 

From a strange land among the hills, the tall man 

Came; who was a cobbler and a rebel at the start 

Till he saw power ahead and keenly fought 

To seize it; crushed out his comrades then. 

His brittle eyes could well outstare the eagle 

And the young followed him with cheers and praise 

Until, at last, all that they knew - his nights, his days, 

His deeds and face were parcel of a fable. 

 

Now in the neat white house that is his home 

He rules the flowers and birds just like a king, 

And, Napoleon by the sundial, sees his fame 

Spread through the garden to the heap of dung; 

‗All that I do is history,‘ he loudly cries 

Seeing in his shadow his romantic size. 

 

Ruthven Todd (Scotland, 1914-1978.  Published 1938)                             
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THIEVES 
 

They come at night, like wisps of fog,  

Often in full day light too. 

Unnoticed, they filter through  

Cracks and keyholes,  

Noiselessly, leaving no trace, 

No broken locks, and no disorder.  

They are the thieves of time,  

Fluid and sticky like leeches: 

They drink your time and spit it out  

The way you‘d toss away trash. 

You‘ve never seen them face to face. Do they have faces?  

Lips and tongue - yes, certainly 

And tiny pointed teeth. 

They suck without provoking pain,  

Leave only a livid scar. 
  

Primo Levi (Italy.  Written 14 October 1985) 

 

 

 

POETRY 
 

I‘ve got to be honest. I can 

make good word music and rhyme  

 

at the right times and fit words 

together to give people pleasure  

 

and even sometimes take their  

breath away - but it always  

 

somehow turns out kind of phoney.  

Consonance and assonance and inner  

 

rhyme won‘t make up for the fact  

that I can‘t figure out how to get  
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down on paper the real or the true  

which we call life. Like the other  

 

day. The other day I was walking  

on the lower exercise yard here 

at San Quentin and this cat called  

Turk came up to a friend of mine  

 

and said Ernie, I hear you‘re 

shooting on my kid. And Ernie  

 

told him So what, punk? And Turk  

pulled out his stuff and shanked  

 

Ernie in the gut only Ernie had a  

metal tray in his shirt. Turk‘s 

 

shank bounced right off him and  

Ernie pulled his stuff out and of  

course Turk didn‘t have a tray and  

caught it dead in the chest, a bad  

 

one, and the blood that come to his  

lips was a bright pink, lung blood,  

 

and he just laid down in the grass  

and said Shit. Fuck it. Sheeit. 

 

Fuck it. And he laughed a long  

time, softly, until he died. Now 

 

what could consonance or assonance or  

even rhyme do to something like that?  

 

William Wantling (USA, born 1933) 
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THE PORTRAIT IN THE ROCK 
 

Oh yes I knew him, I spent years with him, 

with his golden and stony substance, 

he was a man who was tired - 

in Paraguay he left his father and mother, 

his sons, his nephews, 

his latest in-laws, 

his house, his chickens, 

and some half-opened books. 

They called him to the door. 

When he opened it, the police took him, 

and they beat him up so much 

that he spat blood in France, in Denmark, 

in Spain, in Italy, moving about, 

and so he died and I stopped seeing his face, 

stopped hearing his profound silence; 

then once, on a night of storms. 

with snow spreading 

a smooth cloak on the mountains, 

on horseback, there, far off, 

I looked and there was my friend - 

his face was formed in stone, 

his profile defied the wild weather, 

in his nose the wind was muffling 

the moaning of the persecuted. 

There the exile came to ground. 

Changed into stone, he lives in his own country. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

From Las Piedras de Chile, translated by Alastair Reid 
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OZYMANDIAS OF EGYPT  
 

I met a traveller from an antique land  

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone  

Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand,  

Half sunk, a shatter‘d visage lies, whose frown  

And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command  

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read  

Which yet survive, stamp‘d on these lifeless things   

The hand that mock‘d them and the heart that fed;  

And on the pedestal these words appear:  

‗My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:  

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!‘  

Nothing beside remains. 

Round the decay  

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,  

The lone and level sands stretch far away.  

 

Percy Bysshe Shelley 

 

 

 

THE LION 
 

A great lion came from the distances, 

It was huge as silence is, 

it was thirsty, it was after blood, 

and behind its posturing 

it had fire, as a house has, 

it burned like a mountain of Osorno. 

 

It found only solitude, 

it roared, out of uncertainty and hunger - 

the only thing to eat was air, 

the wild foam of the coast, 

frozen sea lettuces, 

air the colour of birds, 

unacceptable nourishment. 
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Wistful lion from another planet, 

cast up by the high tide 

on the rocky coast of Isla Negra, 

the salty archipelago, 

with nothing more than an empty maw, 

claws that were idle 

and a tail like a feather duster. 

 

It was well aware of the foolishness 

of its aggressive appearance 

and with the passing of years 

it wrinkled up in shame. 

Its timidity led it on 

to worse displays of arrogance 

and it went on ageing like one 

of the lions in the Plaza, 

it slowly turned into an ornament 

for a portico or a garden, 

to the point of hiding its sad forehead, 

fixing its eyes on the rain 

and keeping still to wait for 

the grey justice of stone, 

its geological hour. 

 

Pablo Neruda (Chile, 1904-1973) 

From Los Piedras de Chile, translated by Alastair Reid 

 

 

 

THE EXECUTIONER 
 

Fills up 

Sun, moon, stars, he fills them up  

 

With his hemlock  

They darken 

 

He fills up the evening and the morning, they darken  
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He fills up the sea 

 

He comes in under the blind filled-up heaven  

Across the lightless filled-up face of water 

 

He fills up the rivers he fills up the roads, like tentacles  

He fills up the streams and the paths, like veins 

The tap drips darkness darkness  

Sticks to the soles of your feet 

 

He fills up the mirror, he fills up the cup 

He fills up your thoughts to the brims of your eyes  

 

You just see he is filling the eyes of your friends  

And now lifting your hand you touch at your eyes  

Which he has completely filled up 

You touch him 

 

You have no idea what has happened  

To what is no longer yours 

 

It feels like the world 

Before your eyes ever opened 

 

Ted Hughes (England, 1930-1998): Uncollected Poems 

 

 

 

FIVE WAYS TO KILL A MAN  
 

There are many cumbersome ways to kill a man:  

you can make him carry a plank of wood  

to the top of a hill and nail him to it. To do this  

properly you require a crowd of people  

wearing sandals, a cock that crows, a cloak  

to dissect, a sponge, some vinegar and one  

man to hammer the nails home.  

 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 479 

Or you can take a length of steel,  

shaped and chased in a traditional way,  

and attempt to pierce the metal cage he wears.  
But for this you need white horses,  

English trees, men with bows and arrows,  

at least two flags, a prince and  

a castle to hold your banquet in.  

 

Dispensing with nobility, you may, if the wind  

allows, blow gas at him. But then you need  

a mile of mud sliced through with ditches,  

not to mention black boots, bomb craters,  

more mud, a plague of rats, a dozen songs  

some round hats made of steel.  

 

In an age of aeroplanes, you may fly  

miles above your victim and dispose of him by  

pressing one small switch. All you then  

require is an ocean to separate you, two  

stems of government, a nation‘s scientists,  

several factories, a psychopath and  

land that no one needs for several years.  

 

These are, as I began, cumbersome ways  

to kill, a man. Simpler, direct, and much more neat  

Is to see that he is living somewhere in the middle  

of the twentieth century, and leave him there.  

 

Edwin Brock (England, 1927-1997) 

 

 

 

THE LAST TOAST 
 
I drink to our demolished house,  

To all this wickedness,  

To you, our loneliness together,  

I raise my glass –  
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And to the dead-cold eyes,  

The lie that has betrayed us,  

 The coarse, brutal world, the fact 

That God has not saved us. 

 

Anna Akhmatova (Russia: written 1934)  

From Reed, translated by D M Thomas 

 

 

 

 

SARAJEVO 
 

Bosnia. November. And the mountain roads 

Earthbound but matching perfectly these long  

And passionate self-communings counter-march,  

Balanced on scarps of trap, ramble or blunder  

Over traverses of cloud: and here they move,  

Mule teams like insects harnessed by a bell  

Upon the leaf-edge of a winter sky. 

 

And down at last into this lap of stone  

Between four cataracts of rock: a town  

Peopled by sleepy eagles, whispering only  

Of the sunburnt herdsman‘s hopeless ploy:  

A sterile earth quickened by shards or rock  

Where nothing grows, not even in his sleep, 

 

Where minarets have twisted up like sugar 

And a river, curdled with blond ice, drives on  

Tinkling among the mule-teams and the mountaineers, 

Under the bridges and the wooden trellises 

Which tame the air and promise us a peace 

Harmless with nightingales. None are singing now. 

 

No history much? Perhaps. Only this ominous 

Dark beauty flowering under veils, 

Trapped in the spectrum of a dying style: 
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A village like an instinct left to rust, 

Composed around the echo of a pistol-shot. 

 

  Lawrence Durrell (England, 1912-1990).  

From Selected Poems, 1935-1963)  

 

 

 

ESSENTIAL SERBO-CROAT 
  

Guraj      Push 

  

Pomozi mi      Help me 

  

Boli       It hurts 

Boli me    I have a pain 

Boli me ovdje   I have a pain here 

Bole me grudi  I have a pain in my breast  

 

Bole me prsa  I have a pain in my chest  

Boli me oko   I have a pain in my eye 

Boli me stopalo   I have a pain in my foot 

Boli me glava  I have a pain in my head 

  

Hitno je    It‘s urgent 

Ozbiljno je    It‘s serious 

Boli me ovdje   It hurts here 

Boli puno   It hurts a lot 

 

To je jaka bol  It‘s a sharp pain 

To je tupa bol   It‘s a dull pain 

To je uporna bol   It‘s a nagging pain 

Vecinom vremena  Most of the time 

 

Vrti mi se u glavi  I feel dizzy  

Zlo mi je   I feel sick 

Slabo mi je   I feel weak   

Nije dobro   It‘s no good 
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Izgubio sam sve  I have lost everything 

  

Ne mogu yam pomoci I can‘t help you 

 

Ken Smith (England: born 1953)   

 

 

 

From REQUIEM 
 

 

Prologue 

 

In those years only the dead smiled,  

Glad to be at rest:  

And Leningrad city swayed like  

A useless appendix to its prisons.  

And when, senseless from torment,  

Regiments of convicts marched. 

It was then that the railway-yards  

Were asylums of the mad; 

And the short songs of farewell  

Were shrilled by locomotive whistles.   

Stars of death stood 

Above us, and innocent Russia  

Writhed under bloodstained boots, and  

Under the tyres of Black Marias. 

 

1 

 

 They took you away at dawn. Half waking,  

as though at a wake, I followed.  

In the dark chamber children were crying,  

In the image-case, candlelight guttered.  

At your lips, the chill of an icon,  

A deathly sweat at your brow.  

I shall go creeping to our wailing wall,  

Crawl, howl to the Kremlin towers. 
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2 

 

Quietly flows the quiet Don,  

Yellow moon slips into a home.  

  

He leaps the sill with a cap askew,  

He sees a shadow, old yellowed moon. 

 

This woman is ill. This woman is stretched out alone:  

My son in irons, my husband mulched to clay,  

Say a prayer for me, pray. 

 
 

3 

 

No, you need not look at me.  It is someone else who is suffering. 

I could not have borne it. And this thing which has happened, 

Let them shroud it in black cloths,  

And take away their lanterns 

…Night. 

 

4 

 

Someone should have shown you – little jester,  

Little teaser, blue-veined charmer,  

laughing-eyed, lionised, sylvan-princess of a   

Sinner - to what point you would come:  

How, the three hundredth in a queue,  

You‘d stand at the prison gate 

And with your hot tears 

Burn through the New Year‘s ice. 

How many lives are ending there! Yet all is  

Mute: even the prison-poplar‘s 

Tongue lolls in its cheek as it sways and sways. 

 

5 

 

For seventeen months I‘ve cried out to you  

Calling you.  I‘ve pleaded 

Oh my son, my terror! - grovelled  
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At the hangman‘s feet. 

Forever, an eternal confusion 

To such degree, I can no longer say who‘s 

Man, who‘s beast any more: nor even  

How long before the execution.   

There are simply the flowers of dust, 

And censers ringing, and tracks from some far  

Place: from somewhere to nowhere. 

And everywhere, staring me straight in the eyes,  

the benevolent eye of a huge star:  

Its tightening vice, my impending death 

 

6 

 

The weeks of summer‘s eternal light are flying  

What they have brought, I can‘t take in. 

Just as, my dearest, the White  

Nights first watched you in prison,  

So once more they gaze down  

With their eyes of aquiline fire, 

Gossiping about your transcendent cross. 

Of death too I hear them speak. 

 

Anna Akhmatova (Russia: written 1935-1939)  

Translations edited by Stephen Jackson. 

 

 

 

THE DAY DIED 
 

The day died like a dog and won‘t come back,  

So let‘s arrange a splendid funeral feast.  

There will be many more days just as black 

I know. The further east  

You go, the worse it gets 

(That‘s the usual fate of pioneers!) 

But evening‘s slow-paced gladness will revive  

Our worn-out sinews like a healing spring.  

The day is done. Our blood slows. We‘re alive,  
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Though life is harsh, the age unpitying. 

We take another lovely draught, and let  

The dusk carry us back to some lost place  

Where, with our young audacity, we face  

Freedom - and accept the price of it. 

 

Irina Ratushinskaya (Russia) 

From Small Zone, March 1985 

 

 

 

TO MY UNKNOWN FRIEND 
 

Above my half of the world  

The comets spread their tails.  

In my half of the century 

Half the world looks me in the eye. 

In my hemisphere the wind‘s blowing,  

There are feasts of plague without end.  

But a searchlight shines in our faces,  

And effaces the touch of death. 

And our madness retreats from us,  

And our sadness passes through us,  

And we stand in the midst of our fates,  

Setting our shoulders against the plague.  

We shall hold it back with our selves,  

We shall stride through the nightmare. 

It will not get further than us - don‘t be afraid  

On the other side of the globe! 

 

Irina Ratushinskaya (Russia) 

From Small Zone, 26 February 1984 
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ELEGY FOR HIMSELF 
 

Written in the Tower before his execution, 1586 

 

My prime of youth is but a frost of cares;  

My feast of joy is but a dish of pain; 

My crop of corn is but a field of tares; 

And all my good is but vain hope of gain:  

The day is past, and yet I saw no sun; 

And now I live, and now my life is done. 

 

My tale was heard, and yet it was not told; 

My fruit is fall‘n, and yet my leaves are green;  

My youth is spent, and yet I am not old; 

I saw the world, and yet I was not seen:  

My thread is cut, and yet it is not spun;  

And now I live, and now my life is done. 

 

I sought my death, and found it in my womb;  

I looked for life, and saw it was a shade; 

I trod the earth, and knew it was my tomb;  

And now I die, and now I was but made;  

My glass is full, and now my glass is run;  

And now I live, and now my life is done. 

 

Chidiock Tichborne 

 

 

 

IN THE SANTÉ PRISON  
 

Before going into my cell  

I was ordered to strip, 

And what sinister voice howled,  

Guillaume, what has become of you? 

 

Farewell, farewell singing dance  

O my years, O pretty girls  
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Lazarus going into his tomb  

Instead of rising from it as he did. 

 

No; here I no longer feel I am myself 

I am number fifteen of the  

Eleventh. 

 

In a pit like a bear  

Each morning I walk 

Let‘s go around and around forever.  

The sky is blue like a chain 

In a pit like a bear  

Each morning I walk. 

 

What will become of me  

O God, who knows my pain  

Thou who didst give it to me 

The noise of my chained chair, 

Have pity on my tearless eyes on my pallor 

 

And on all these poor hearts beating in the prison,  

The Love that accompanies me. 

Have pity above all on my faltering mind  

And this despair overcoming it. 

 

Daylight disappears and now a lamp  

burns in the prison. 

We are alone in my cell 

Lovely brightness  

Beloved reason. 

 

Guillaume Apollinaire (France, 1880-1918) 
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PENCIL LETTER 
 

I know it won‘t be received  

Or sent. The page will be 

In shreds as soon as I have scribbled it.  

Later. Sometime. You‘ve grown used to it,  

Reading between the lines that never reached you,  

Understanding everything. On the tiny sheet, 

Not making haste, I find room for the night.  

What‘s the hurry, when the hour that‘s passed 

Is all part of the same time, the same unknown term.  

The word stirs under my hand 

Like a starling, a rustle, a movement of eyelashes.  

Everything‘s fine. But don‘t come into my dream yet.  

In a little while will tie my sadness into a knot,  

Throw my head back and on my lips there‘ll be a seal,  

A smile, my prince, although from afar. 

Can you feel the warmth of my hand 

Passing through your hair, over your hollow cheek.  

December winds have blown on your face… 

How thin you are…Stay in my dream.  

Open the window. The pillow is hot. 

Footsteps at the door, and a bell tolling in the tower:  

Two, three…Remember, you and I never said  

Goodbye. It doesn‘t matter. 

Four o‘clock…that‘s it. How heavily it tolls. 

 

Irina Ratushinskaya (Russia, born 1954).  

From Pencil Letter. 
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MORNING IN THE BURNED HOUSE 
 

In the burned house I am eating breakfast. 

You understand there is no house, there is no breakfast,  

yet here I am. 

 

The spoon which was melted scrapes against  

the bowl which was melted also. 

No one else is around. 

 

Where have they gone to, brother and sister,  

mother and father? Off along the shore,  

perhaps. Their clothes are still on the hangers,  

 

their dishes piled beside the sink, 

which is beside the woodstove  

with its grate and sooty kettle,  

 

every detail clear, 

tin cup and rippled mirror.  

The day is bright and songless, 

 

the lake is blue, the forest watchful.  

In the east a bank of cloud 

rises up silently like dark bread. 

 

I can see the swirls in the oilcloth,  

I can see the flaws in the glass, 

those flares where the sun hits them.  

 

I can‘t see my own arms and legs 

or know if this is a trap or blessing, 

finding myself back here, where everything  

 

in this house has long been over, 

kettle and mirror, spoon and bowl,  

including my own body, 

 

including the body I had then,  
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including the body I have now 

as I sit at this morning table, alone and happy, 

 

bare child‘s feet on the scorched floorboards  

(I can almost see) 

in my burning clothes, the thin green shorts 

 

and grubby yellow T-shirt  

holding my cindery, non-existent,  

radiant flesh. Incandescent. 

 

Margaret Atwood (Canada: born Ottawa, 1939) 
 

 

 

THE SHAPES OF DEATH 
 

Shapes of death haunt life, 

Neurosis eclipsing each in special shadow:  

Unrequited love not solving 

One‘s need to become another‘s body  

Wears black invisibility: 

The greed for property 

Heaps a skyscraper over the breathing ribs:  

The speedlines of dictators 

Cut their own stalks: 

From afar, we watch the best of us - 

Whose adored desire was to die for the world. 

 

Ambition is my death. That flat thin flame  

I feed, that plants my shadow.  

This prevents love   

And offers love of being loved or loving. 

The humorous self-forgetful drunkenness  

It hates, demands the slavish pyramids  

Be built. Who can prevent 

His death‘s industry, which when he sleeps  

Throws up its towers? And conceals in slackness  

The dreams of revolution, the birth of death?  
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Also the swallows by autumnal instinct  

Comfort us with their effortless exhaustion 

In great unguided flight to their complete South.  

There on my fancied pyramids they lodge 

But for delight, their whole compulsion.  

Not teaching me to love, but soothing my eyes;  

Not saving me from death, but saving me for speech. 

 

Stephen Spender (England, 1909-1995) 

 

 

 

UNTITLED  
 

I think continually of those who were truly great.  

Who, from the womb, remembered the soul‘s history  

Through corridors of light where the hours are suns,  

Endless and singing. Whose lovely ambition  

Was that their lips, still touched with fire, 

Should tell of the Spirit, clothed from head to foot in song.  

And who hoarded from the Spring branches 

The desires falling across their bodies like blossoms. 

 

What is precious is never to forget 

The essential delight of the blood drawn from ageless springs  

Breaking through rocks in worlds before our earth. 

Never to deny its pleasure in the morning simple light  

Nor its grave evening demand for love. 

Never to allow gradually the traffic to smother  

With noise and fog, the flowering of the Spirit. 

 

Near the snow, near the sun, in the highest fields,  

See how these names are feted by the waving grass  

And by the streamers of white cloud 

And whispers of wind in the listening sky.  

 

The names of those who in their lives fought for life,  

Who wore at their hearts the fire‘s centre. 

Born of the sun, they travelled a short while toward the sun  
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And left the vivid air signed with their honour. 

 

Stephen Spender (England, 1909-1995) 

 

 

 

ANSWERS  
 

I kept my answers small and kept them near;  

Big questions bruised my mind but still I let  

Small answers be a bulwark to my fear. 

 

The huge abstractions I kept from the light;  

Small things I handled and caressed and loved.  

I let the stars assume the whole of night. 

 

But the big answers clamoured to be moved  

Into my life. Their great audacity  

Shouted to be acknowledged and believed.  

 

Even when all small answers build up to  

Protection of my spirit, still I hear 

Big answers striving for their overthrow  

 

And all the great conclusions coming near. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001) 
 

 

 

THE FOUNTAIN 
 

Feathers up fast, and steeples; then in clods  

Thuds into its first basin; thence as surf  

Smokes up and hangs; irregularly slops 

Into its second, tattered like a shawl;  

There, chill as rain, stipples a danker green,  

Where urgent tritons lob their heavy jets. 
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For Berkeley this was human thought, that mounts  

From bland assumptions to inquiring skies, 

There glints with wit, fumes into fancies, plays  

With its negations, and at last descends, 

As by a law of nature, to its bowl 

Of thus enlightened but still common sense.  

 

We who have no such confidence must gaze  

With all the more affection on these forms, 

These spires, these plumes, these calm reflections, these  

Similitudes of surf and turf and shawl, 

Graceful returns upon acceptances. 

We ask of fountains only that they play, 

Though that was not what Berkeley meant at all. 
 

Donald Davie (England, 1922-1995) 

 

 

 

TIME’S FOOL 
 

Time‘s fool, but not heaven‘s: yet hope not for any return.  

The rabbit-eaten dry branch and the halfpenny candle 

Are lost with the other treasure: the sooty kettle 

Thrown away, become redbreasts home in the hedge, where the nettle  

Shoots up, and bad bindweed wreathes rust-fretted handle.  

Under that broken thing no more shall the dry branch burn. 

 

Poor comfort all comfort: once what the mouse had spared  

Was enough, was delight, there where the heart was at home;  

The hard cankered apple holed by the wasp and the bird,  

The damp bed, with the beetle‘s tap in the headboard heard,  

The dim bit of mirror, three inches of comb: 

Dear enough, when with youth and with fancy shared. 

 

I knew that the roots were creeping under the floor, 

That the toad was safe in his hole, the poor cat by the fire,  

The starling snug in the roof, each slept in his place: 
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The lily in splendour, the vine in her grace,  

The fox in the forest, all had their desire, 

As then I had mine, in the place that was happy and poor. 
 

Ruth Pitter (England, 1897-1992) 

 

 

 

AFTER LOOKING INTO  
A BOOK BELONGING TO MY  
GREAT-GRANDFATHER,  
ELI ELIAKIM PLUTZIK 
 

I am troubled by the blank fields, the speechless graves.  

Since the names were carved upon wood, there is no word  

For the thousand years that shaped this scribbling fist  

And the eyes staring at strange places and times 

Beyond the veldt dragging to Poland. 

Lovers of words make simple peace with death,  

At last demanding, to close the door to the cold,  

Only Here lies someone. 

Here lie no one and no one, your fathers and mothers.  

 

Hyam Plutzik (USA: 1911-1962) 

 

 

 

ON FIRST LOOKING  
INTO CHAPMAN’S HOMER 
 

Much have I travelled in the realms of gold,  

And many goodly states and kingdoms seen:  

Round many western islands have I been 

Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold. 

 

Oft of one wide expanse had I been told 

That deep-browed Homer ruled as his demesne;  
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Yet did I never breathe its pure serene 

Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold: 

 

Then felt I like some watcher of the skies  

When a new planet swims into his ken; 

Or like stout Cortez, when with eagle eyes  

 

He stared at the Pacific - and all his men  

Looked at each other with a wild surmise 

Silent, upon a peak in Darien. 
 

John Keats 

 

 

 

BONNARD 
 

Colour of rooms.  Pastel shades. Crowds. Torsos at ease in brilliant baths.  

And always, everywhere the light. 

 

This is a way of creating the world again, of seeing differences, of piling 

shadow on shadow, of showing up distances, of bringing close, bringing 

close. 

 

A way of furnishing, too, of making yourself feel at home – and others.  

Pink, flame, coral, yellow, magenta – extreme colours for ordinary 

situations.  This is a way to make a new world. 

 

Then watch it.  Let the colours dry, let the carpets collect a little dust.  Let 

the walls peel gently, and people come, innocent nude, eager for bread or a 

bath. 

 

They look newmade too, these bodies, newborn and innocent.  Their flesh – 

tints fit the bright walls and floors and they take a bath as if entering the first 

stream, the first fountain. 

 

Elizabeth Jennings (England, 1926-2001)  

From The Animals‘ Arrival, 1969) 
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ARCHAIC TORSO OF APOLLO (1907)* 
 

We cannot know his legendary head 

with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso 

is still suffused with brilliance from inside, 

like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low, 

gleams in all its power. Otherwise 

the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could 

a smile run through the placid hips and thighs 

to that dark centre where procreation flared. 

Otherwise this stone would seem defaced 

beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders 

and would not glisten like a wild beast‘s fur: 

would not, from all the borders of itself, 

burst like a star: for here there is no place 

that does not see you. You must change your life. 

 

Rainer Maria Rilke (Germany, 1875–1926) 

 

 

 

* Based on a sculptural fragment that Rilke observed at the Louvre, this 

poem was dedicated to Rodin when it first appeared in 1908.  

(Stephen Jackson) 
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MUSÉE DES BEAUX ARTS  
 

About suffering they were never wrong,  

The Old Masters: how well they understood  

Its human position; how it takes place   

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just  

walking dully along;  

How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting  

For the miraculous birth, there always must be  

Children who did not specially want it to happen; skating  

On a pond at the edge of the wood:  

They never forgot  

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course  

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot  

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer‘s horse  

Scratches its innocence behind on a tree.  

 

In Brueghel‘s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away  

Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may  

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,  

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone  

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green  

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen  

Something amazing; a boy falling out of the sky,  

Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.  

 

Wystan Hugh Auden (England, 1907-1973) 

 

 

 

AFTER MR MAYHEW’S VISIT  
 

So now the Victorians are all in heaven, 

Miss Routledge and the young conservatives 

chatting with the vicar, visiting again  

the home for incurables who never die. 

 

The damp soaks through the wallpaper,  
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there‘s servant trouble, the cook  

fighting drunk at the sherry, and Edith,  

coughing and consumptive, fainting away.  

 

Only this time it never ends: the master  

continually remarking how the weather bites cold,  

the brandy flask stands empty, and the poor  

are pushing to the windows like the fog.  

 

Ken Smith 

 

 

 

DRIVING A CARDBOARD AUTOMOBILE 
WITHOUT A LICENSE 
 

Driving a cardboard automobile without a license 

at the turn of the century  

my father ran into my mother  

on a fun-ride at Coney Island  

having spied each other eating 

in a French boardinghouse nearby 

And having decided right there and then  

that she was right for him entirely  

 

he followed her into  

the playland of that evening  

where the headlong meeting of their ephemeral flesh on wheels  

hurled them forever together 
 

And I now in the back seat  

of their eternity 

reaching out to embrace them 

 

Lawrence Ferlinghetti (USA, born 1919)  
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THE EXPLOSION  
 

On the day of the explosion  

Shadows pointed towards the pithead:  

In the sun the slagheap slept.  

Down the lane came men in pitboots  

Coughing oath-edged talk and pipe-smoke,  

Shouldering off the freshened silence.  

One chased after rabbits; lost them;  

Came back with a nest of lark‘s eggs;  

Showed them; lodged them in the grasses.  

So they passed in beards and moleskins,  

Fathers, brothers, nicknames, laughter,  

Through the tall gates standing open.  

At noon, there came a tremor; cows  

Stopped chewing for a second; sun,  

Scarfed as in a heat-haze, dimmed.  

The dead go on before us, they  

Are sitting in God‟s house in comfort,  

We shall see them face to face  - 

Plain as lettering in the chapels  

It was said, and for a second  

Wives saw men of the explosion  

Larger than in life they managed —  

Gold as on a coin, or walking  

Somehow from the sun towards them,  

One showing the eggs unbroken.  

 

Philip Larkin: High Windows 5 January 1970 

 

 

 

WHISPERS OF IMMORTALITY 
 

Webster was much possessed by death  

And saw the skull beneath the skin;  

And breastless creatures under ground  

Leaned backward with a lipless grin. 
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Daffodil bulbs instead of balls  

Stared from the sockets of the eyes! 

He knew that thought clings round dead limbs  

Tightening its lusts and luxuries. 

 

Donne, I suppose, was such another  

Who found no substitute for sense, 

To seize and clutch and penetrate;  

Expert beyond experience, 

 

He knew the anguish of the marrow  

The ague of the skeleton; 

No contact possible to flesh  

Allayed the fever of the bone. 

 

Grishkin is nice: her Russian eye  

Is underlined for emphasis;  

Uncorseted, her friendly bust 

Gives promise of pneumatic bliss.  

 

The couched Brazilian jaguar  

Compels the scampering marmoset  

With subtle effluence of cat;  

Grishkin has a maisonette; 

 

The sleek Brazilian jaguar  

Does not in its arboreal gloom  

Distil so rank a feline smell 

As Grishkin in a drawing-room. 

 

And even the Abstract Entities  

Circumambulate her charm; 

But our lot crawls between dry ribs  

To keep our metaphysics warm. 

 

Thomas Sterns Eliot (USA-UK, 1888-1965) 
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THE DEAD 
 

These hearts were woven of human joys and cares, 

Washed marvellously with sorrow, swift to mirth. 

The years had given them kindness. Dawn was theirs, 

And sunset, and the colours of the earth. 

 
These had seen movement, and heard music; known 

Slumber and waking; loved; gone proudly friended; 

Felt the quick stir of wonder; sat alone;  

Touched flowers and furs and cheeks. All this is ended. 

There are waters blown by changing winds to laughter 

And lit by the rich skies, all day. And after,  

Frost, with a gesture, stays the waves that dance 

And wandering loveliness. He leaves a white  

Unbroken glory, a gathered radiance, 

A width, a shining peace, under the night. 

 

Rupert Brooke (England, 1887-1915) 

 
 

* * * 
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A GIFT 
 

A day so happy. 

Fog lifted early, I worked in the garden. 

Hummingbirds were stopping over honeysuckle flowers. 

There was no thing on earth I wanted to possess. 

I knew no one worth my envying him. 

Whatever evil I had suffered, I forgot. 

To think that once I was the same man did not embarrass me. 

In my body I felt no pain. 

When straightening up, I saw the blue sea and sails. 

 

  Czeslaw Milosz (Poland/Lithuania: born 1911) 

    Translated from the Polish by the author. 

 

 
 

WELSH INCIDENT 
 

‗But that was nothing to what things came out  

From the sea-caves of Criccieth yonder.‘ 

‗What were they? Mermaids? dragons? ghosts?‘  

‗Nothing at all of any things like that.‘ 

‗What were they, then?‘ 

‗All sorts of queer things,  

Things never seen or heard or written about, 

Very strange, un-Welsh, utterly peculiar  

Things. Oh, solid enough they seemed to touch,  

Had anyone dared it.  Marvellous creation, 

All various shapes and sizes, and no sizes,  

All new, each perfectly unlike his neighbour,  

Though all came moving slowly out together.' 

‗Describe just one of them.‘ 

‗I am unable.‘ 

‗What were their colours?‘ 

‗Mostly nameless colours,  

Colours you‘d like to see; but one was puce 

Or perhaps more like crimson, but not purplish.  

Some had no colour.‘ 
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‗Tell me, had they legs?‘  

‗Not a leg nor foot among them that I saw.‘ 

‗But did these things come out in any order?   

What o‘clock was it? What was the day of the week? 

Who else was present? How was the weather?‘  

‗I was coming to that. It was half-past three 

On Easter Tuesday last. The sun was shining.  

The Harlech Silver Band played Marchog Jesu 

On thirty-seven shimmering instruments, 

Collecting for Caernarvon‘s (Fever) Hospital Fund.  

The populations of Pwllheli, Criccieth, 

Portmadoc, Borth, Tremadoc, Penrhyndeudraeth,  

Were all assembled. Criccieth‘s mayor addressed them  

First in good Welsh and then in fluent English,  

Twisting his fingers in his chain of office, 

Welcoming the things. They came out on the sand, 

Not keeping time to the band, moving seaward 

Silently at a snail‘s pace. But at last  

The most odd, indescribable thing of all, 

Which hardly one man there could see for wonder,  

Did something recognizably a something.' 

‗Well, what?‘ 

‗It made a noise.‘ 

‗A frightening noise?‘ 

‗No, no.‘ 

‗A musical noise? A noise of scuffling?‘  

‗No, but a very loud, respectable noise -  

Like groaning to oneself on Sunday morning  

In Chapel, close before the second psalm.‘ 

‗What did the mayor do?‘ 

‗I was coming to that.‘ 
 

Robert Graves (England, 1895-1985) 
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LORD FINCHLEY 
 

Lord Finchley tried to mend the Electric Light  

Himself.  It struck him dead: And serve him right!  

It is the business of the wealthy man, 

To give employment to the artisan. 

 

Hilaire Belloc (France-UK, 1870-1953).   

From More Peers 

 

 
 

LORD LUCKY 
 

Lord Lucky, by a curious fluke,  

Became a most important duke.  

From living in a vile Hotel 

A long way east of Camberwell  

He rose in less than half an hour,  

To riches, dignity and power. 

It happened in the following way:  

The Real Duke went out one day  

To shoot with several people, one  

Of whom had never used a gun.  

This gentleman (a Mr Meyer 

Of Rabley Abbey, Rutlandshire), 

As he was scrambling through the brake,  

Discharged his weapon by mistake, 

And plugged about an ounce of lead  

Piff-bang into his Grace‘s Head  

Who naturally fell down dead. 

His Heir, Lord Ugly, roared, ‗You Brute! 

Take that to teach you how to shoot!‘  

Whereat he volleyed, left and right; 

But being somewhat short of sight,  

His right-hand Barrel only got 

The second heir, Lord Poddlepot: 

The while the left-hand charge (or choke)  
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Accounted for another bloke, 

Who stood with an astounded air  

Bewildered by the whole affair 

And was the third remaining heir.  

After the Execution (which 

Is something rare among the Rich)  

Lord Lucky, while of course he needed  

Some help to prove his claim, succeeded. 

But after his succession, though 

All this was over years ago, 

He only once indulged the whim  

Of asking Meyer to lunch with him. 

 

Hilaire Belloc (France-UK, 1870-1953) 

 

 

 

 

JIM, WHO RAN AWAY  
FROM HIS NURSE, AND  
WAS EATEN BY A LION 
 

There was a boy whose name was Jim;  

His friends were very good to him.  

They gave him tea, and cakes, and jam,  

And slices of delicious ham, 

And chocolate with pink inside,  

And little tricycles to ride, 

And read him stories through and through,  

And even took him to the Zoo -   

But there it was the dreadful fate  

Befell him, which I now relate. 

 

You know - at least you ought to know,  

For I have often told you so –  

That children never are allowed  

To leave their nurses in a crowd;  

Now this was Jim‘s especial foible,  
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He ran away when he was able,  

And on this inauspicious day  

He slipped his hand and ran away!  

He hadn‘t gone a yard when - Bang!  

With open jaws, a Lion sprang,  

And hungrily began to eat  

The Boy: beginning at his feet. 

 

Now, just imagine how it feels 

When first your toes and then your heels,  

And then by gradual degrees, 

Your shins and ankles, calves and knees,  

Are slowly eaten, bit by bit. 

No wonder Jim detested it! 

No wonder that he shouted ‗Hi!‘  

The Honest Keeper heard his cry,  

Though very fat he almost ran  

To help the little gentleman.  

‗Ponto!‘ he ordered as he came  

(For Ponto was the Lion‘s name),  

‗Ponto!‘ he cried, with angry Frown.  

‗Let go, Sir! Down, Sir! Put it down!‘ 

 

The Lion made a sudden Stop,  

He let the Dainty Morsel drop,  

And slunk reluctant to his Cage,  

Snarling with Disappointed Rage.  

But when he bent him over Jim,  

The Honest Keeper‘s Eyes were dim.  

The Lion having reached his Head,  

The Miserable Boy was dead! 

 

When Nurse informed his Parents, they 

Were more Concerned than I  can say:- 

His Mother, as she dried her eyes, 

Said, ―Well – it gives me no surprise, 

He would not do as he was told!‖ 

His Father, who was self-controlled, 

Bade all the children round attend 

To James‘ miserable end, 
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And always keep a-hold of Nurse 

For fear of finding something worse. 

 

Hilaire Belloc (France-UK,1870-1953) 

From Cautionary Tales 

 

 

 

WISHES OF AN ELDERLY MAN 
 

I wish I loved the Human Race; 

I wish I loved its silly face; 

I wish I liked the way it walks; 

I wish I liked the way it talks; 

And when I‘m introduced to one  

I wish I thought, What Jolly Fun! 

 

Sir Walter Raleigh (England, 1861-1922):  

Laughter From A Cloud 
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WAIL 
 

Love has gone a-rocketing.  

That is not the worst; 

I could do without the thing:  

And not be the first. 

 

Joy has gone the way it came.  

That is nothing new: 

I could get along the same –  

Many people do. 

 

Dig for me the narrow bed.  

Now I am bereft. 

All my pretty hates are dead,  

And what have I left! 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA: 1893-1967). From Enough Rope 
 

 

 

SLOUGH * 
 

Come, friendly bombs, and fall on Slough  

It isn‘t fit for humans now,  

There isn‘t grass to graze a cow  

Swarm over, Death!  

 

Come, bombs, and blow to smithereens  

Those air-conditioned, bright canteens, 

Tinned fruit, tinned meat, tinned milk, tinned beans  

Tinned minds, tinned breath. 

 

Mess up the mess they call a town –  

A house for ninety-seven down  

And once a week a half a-crown 

For twenty years, 
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And get that man with double chin  

Who‘ll always cheat and always win,  

Who washes his repulsive skin 

In women‘s tears, 

 

And smash his desk of polished oak,  

And smash his hands so used to stroke  

And stop his boring dirty joke 

And make him yell. 

 

But spare the bald young clerks who add  

The profits of the stinking cad;  

It‘s not their fault that they are mad,  

They‘ve tasted Hell. 

 

It‘s not their fault they do not know  

The birdsong from the radio,  

It‘s not their fault they often go  

To Maidenhead. 

 

And talk of sports and makes of cars  

In various bogus Tudor bars         

And daren‘t look up and see the stars  

But belch instead.  

 

In labour-saving homes, with care  

Their wives frizz out peroxide hair  

And dry it with synthetic air  

And paint their nails.  

 

Come, friendly bombs, and fall on Slough  

To get it ready for the plough.  

The cabbages are coming now;  

The earth exhales. 

 

Sir John Betjeman (England, 1906-1984) 

 

 

* Editor‘s note: Slough is the industrialised county town of Berkshire, 

England.  It is the home of Mars Confectionery (as in, ―A Mars a day helps 
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you work rest and play‖) and has, as if you cared, a population of about 

100,000. A large covered shopping centre was opened there in 1976.   

Apparently it was in Surbiton that a young housewife committed suicide, 

just because she had to live there; but it might as well have been Slough.  

 

 

 

EVIDENTLY CHICKEN TOWN 
 

the fucking cops are fucking keen 

to fucking keep it fucking clean 

the fucking chief‘s a fucking swine 

who fucking draws the fucking line 

at fucking fun and fucking games 

the fucking kids he fucking blames 

are nowhere to be fucking found 

anywhere in chicken town 

 

the fucking scene is fucking sad 

the fucking news is fucking bad 

the fucking weed is fucking turf 

the fucking speed is fucking surf 

the fucking folks are fucking daft 

don‘t make me fucking laff 

it fucking hurts to look around 

everywhere in chicken town 

 

the fucking train is fucking late 

you fucking wait you fucking wait 

you‘re fucking lost and fucking found 

stuck in fucking chicken town 

the fucking view is fucking vile 

for fucking miles and fucking miles 

the fucking babies fucking cry 

the fucking flowers fucking die 

the fucking food is fucking muck 

the fucking drains are fucking fucked 

the colour scheme is fucking brown 

everywhere in chicken town 
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the fucking pubs are fucking dull 

the fucking clubs are fucking full 

of fucking girls and fucking guys 

with fucking murder in their eyes 

a fucking bloke is fucking stabbed 

waiting for a fucking cab 

you fucking stay at fucking home 

the fucking neighbours fucking moan 

keep the fucking racket down 

this is fucking chicken town 

the fucking train is fucking late 

you fucking wait you fucking wait 

you‘re fucking lost and fucking found 

stuck in fucking chicken town 

the fucking pies are fucking old 

the fucking chips are fucking cold 

the fucking beer is fucking flat 

the fucking flats have fucking rats 

the fucking clocks are fucking wrong 

the fucking days are fucking long 

it fucking gets you fucking down 

evidently chicken town 

 

  John Cooper Clarke (England, born 1950) 

 

 

 

EURO COMMUNIST/ 
GUCCI SOCIALIST 
 
for a modern home and cheap electricity 

streamlined functional neat simplicity 

put yourself on the slum clearance list 

dial a dialectical materialist 

find out what your net potential is 

get married to an existentialist 

don‘t doubt your own identity 
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dress down to a cool anonymity 

the pierre cardin line to infinity 

clothes to climb in the meritocracy 

the new age of benevolent bureaucracy 

 

i like to visit all the big cities 

museums and municipal facilities 

i strive for critical ability 

i thrive on political activity 

I‘m alive in a new society 

i arrive quickly quietly 

the car that i drive is the family variety 

roman catholic marxist leninist 

happily married to an eloquent feminist 

a lapsed atheist all my memories 

measure the multitude‘s deafening density 

psycho citizens are my enemies 

crypto nazis and their remedies 

keep the city silent as the cemetery‘s 

architectural gothic immensity 

a new name on the less-than-kosher list 

the euro-communist/a gucci socialist 

 

John Cooper Clarke (England, born 1950) 

 

 

 

THE WALK HOME 
 

As one grows older and Caesar, Hitler, 

Lear, and the salesman are bundled off one by one, 

It is hard to sustain discomposure. The files thicken.  

‗Leaves,‘ says the poet, ‗grass, and birds of the field,‘ 

Conjuring up a glass and a good book 

On some green hill 

Where nobody bears or cares more than old care will. 

 

Who‘s in, who‘s out - such words harden 

In bronze or plastic; pipes and slippers 
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Move to their destined places, swords to theirs; 

And one walking home at dusk with the evening paper 

Thinks with erosive irreverence that perhaps 

He should let his subscription to that sheet lapse. 

 

What, then, would the world do? As swords clashed 

Under the sun, and Prince Hal and Sir Winston 

Triumphed on all continents, would then the word 

Sweep the ranks that one watching watched no longer? 

As he closed his eyes to all but his own thin theme, 

Would the world then oblige, age and dream his dream? 

 

Dream. Dream. And still dream. And leave not a wrack. 

As one grows older 

Plato‘s, Bottom‘s and all such country rouses 

Thicken the files with the rest; 

And walking home at dusk with the sages, age 

Thinks no more than age must always think:- 

The world doesn‘t oblige, and old pipes stink. 

 

Reed Whittemore (USA, born 1919) 

 

 

 

I'M NOBODY! WHO ARE YOU? 
 

I‘m nobody! Who are you? 

Are you nobody, too? 

Then there‘s a pair of us –don‘t tell! 

They‘d banish us, you know. 

 

How dreary to be somebody! 

How public, like a frog 

To tell your name the livelong day 

To an admiring bog! 

 

Emily Dickinson 
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From A MORAL ALPHABET (1899) † 
 

G stands for Gnu, whose weapons of defence  

Are long, sharp, curling horns, and Common-sense.   

To these he adds a name so short and strong  

That even Hardy Boers pronounce it wrong.   

How often on a bright Autumnal day  

The Pious people of Pretoria say,  

‗Come, let us hunt the -‘ Then no more is heard  

But Sounds of Strong Men struggling with a word.   

Meanwhile, the distant Gnu with grateful eyes  

Observes his opportunity, and flies. 

 

MORAL 

 

Child, if you have a rummy kind of name,  

Remember to be grateful for the same. 

 

Hilaire Belloc (France-UK, 1870-1953) 

 

 

† Editor‘s note: the gnu is what Edwardians termed what we are, more 

prosaically, liable to call wildebeest (Stephen Jackson). 

 

 

THE WOMBAT 

 

The wombat lives across the seas 

Among the far Antipodes. 

He may exist on nuts and berries, 

Or then again, on missionaries; 

His distant habitat precludes 

Conclusive knowledge of his moods. 

But I would not engage the wombat 

In any form of mortal combat. 

 

Ogden Nash (USA: from I want a Pet) 
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ECONOMY (Aunt Maud) 
 

I had written to Aunt Maud, 

Who was on a trip abroad, 

When I heard she‘d died of cramp 

Just too late to save the stamp. 

 

Harry Graham (England, 1874-1936):  

Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes 

 

 

 

NURSE’S MISTAKE 
 

Nurse, who peppered Baby‘s face 

(She mistook it for a muffin) 

Held her tongue and kept her place 

‗Laying low and sayin‘ nuffin‘‘; 

Mother, seeing baby blinded, 

Said, ‗Oh nurse, how absent-minded!‘ 

 

Harry Graham (England, 1874-1936):  

Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes 

 

 

 

MEDITATION AT KEW 
 

Alas! for all the pretty women who marry dull men,  

Go into the suburbs and never come out again, 

Who lose their pretty faces, and dim their pretty eyes,  

Because no one has skill or courage to organize. 

 

What do these pretty women suffer when they marry?  

They bear a boy who is like Uncle Harry, 

A girl, who is like Aunt Eliza, and not new.  

These old dull races must breed true. 
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I would enclose a common in the sun, 

And let the young wives out to laugh and run;  

I would steal their dull clothes and go away  

And leave the pretty naked things to play. 

 

Anna Wickham (England, 1884-1947) 

 

 

 

Epigram: GIFTED DAUGHTER 
 

―She writes because she must,  

My gifted daughter Ann.‖  

How nice!  We won‘t pretend  

She writes because she can. 

 

William Plomer (South Africa-England, 1903-1973) 

 

 

 

FOR A LADY WHO  
MUST WRITE VERSE 
 

Unto seventy years and seven. 

Hide your double birthright well –  

You, that are the brat of Heaven  

And the pampered heir to Hell. 

 

Let your rhymes be tinsel treasures,  

Strung and seen and thrown aside. 

Drill your apt and docile measures  

Sternly as you drill your pride. 

 

Show your quick, alarming skill in  

Tidy mockeries of art; 

Never, never dip your quill in 

Ink that rushes from your heart. 
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When your pain must come to paper,  

See it dust, before the day; 

Let your night-light curl and caper.  

Let it lick the words away.  

Never print, poor child, or lay on  

Love and tears and anguishing,  

Lest a cooled, benignant Phaon 

Murmur, ―Silly little thing!‖ 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA, 1893-1967).  From Sunset Gun 

 

 

 

THE FIRED POT 
 

In our town people live in rows. 

The only irregular thing in a street is the steeple;  

And where that points to, God only knows,  

And not the poor disciplined people! 

And I have watched the women growing old,  

Passionate about pins, and pence, and soap, 

Till the heart within my wedded breast grew cold,  

And I lost hope. 

But a young soldier came to our town,  

He spoke his mind most candidly. 

He asked me quickly to lie down,  

And that was very good for me. 

For though I gave him no embrace 

Remembering my duty 

He altered the expression of my face  

And gave me back my beauty. 

 

Anna Wickham (England, 1884-1947) 
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ONE PERFECT ROSE 
 

A single flow‘r he sent me, since we met.  

All tenderly his messenger he chose; 

Deep-hearted, pure, with scented dew still wet  

One perfect rose. 

 

I knew the language of the floweret; 

‗My fragile leaves‘, it said, ‗his heart enclose‘.  

Love long has taken for his amulet 

One perfect rose. 

 

Why is it no one ever sent me yet 

One perfect limousine, do you suppose?  

Ah no, it‘s always just my luck to get 

One perfect rose. 

 

Dorothy Parker (USA, 1893-1967) From Enough Rope 

 

 

 

THE OLYMPIC GIRL 
 

The Olympic Girl 

The sort of girl I like to see 

Smiles down from her great height at me.  

She stands in strong, athletic pose 

And wrinkles her retroussé nose. 

Is it distaste that makes her frown,  

So furious and freckled, down 

On an unhealthy worm like me?   

Or am I what she likes to see? 

I do not know, though much I care.  

 …would I were  

(Forgive me, shade of Rupert Brooke)  

An object fit to claim her look. 

Oh! would I were her racket press‘d  

With hard excitement to her breast  
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And swished into the sunlit air  

Arm-high above her tousled hair,  

And banged against the bounding ball 

―Oh! Plung!‖ my tauten‘d strings would call,  

―Oh! Plung! my darling, break my strings  

For you I will do brilliant things.‖ 

And when the match is over, I 

Would flop beside you, hear you sigh;  

And then, with what supreme caress,  

You‘d tuck me up into my press.  

Fair tigress of the tennis courts, 

So short in sleeve and strong in shorts,  

Little, alas, to you I mean, 

For I am bald and old and green. 

 

Sir John Betjeman (England, 1906-1984) 

 

 

 

THE MUD VISION 
 

Statues with exposed hearts and barbed-wire crowns  

Still stood in alcoves, hares flitted beneath 

The dozing bellies of jets, our menu-writers  

And punks with aerosol sprays held their own  

With the best of them. Satellite link-ups  

Wafted over us the blessings of popes, heliports  

Maintained a charmed circle for idols on tour  

And casualties on their stretchers. We sleepwalked  

The line between panic and formulae, screentested  

Our first native models and the last of the mummers,  

Watching ourselves at a distance, advantaged 

And airy as a man on a springboard 

Who keeps limbering up because the man cannot dive. 

 

And then in the foggy midlands it appeared,  

Our mud vision, as if a rose window of mud  

Had invented itself out of the glittery damp, 

A gossamer wheel, concentric with its own hub  
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Of nebulous dirt, sullied yet lucent. 

We had heard of the sun standing still and the sun  

That changed colour, but we were vouchsafed  

Original clay, transfigured and spinning. 

And then the sunsets ran murky, the wiper  

Could never entirely clean off the windscreen,  

Reservoirs tasted of silt, a light fuzz 

Accrued in the hair and the eyebrows, and some  

Took to wearing a smudge on their foreheads  

To be prepared for whatever. Vigils 

Began to be kept around puddled gaps,  

On altars bulrushes ousted the lilies 

And a rota of invalids came and went 

On beds they could lease placed in range of the shower. 

 

A generation who had seen a sign! 

Those nights when we stood in an umber dew and smelled  

Mould in the verbena, or woke to a light  

Furrow-breath on the pillow, when the talk 

Was all about who had seen it and our fear  

Was touched with a secret pride, only ourselves 

Could be adequate then to our lives. When the rainbow  

Curved flood-brown and ran like a water-rat‘s back 

So that drivers on the hard shoulder switched off to watch,  

We wished it away, and yet we presumed it a test 

That would prove us beyond expectation. 

 

We lived, of course, to learn the folly of that.  

One day it was gone and the east gable  

Where its trembling corolla had balanced  

Was starkly a ruin again, with dandelions  

Blowing high up on the ledges, and moss 

That slumbered on through its increase. As cameras raked  

The site from every angle, experts 

Began their post factum jabber and all of us  

Crowded in tight for the big explanations. 

Just like that, we forgot that the vision was ours,  

Our one chance to know the incomparable 

And dive to a future. What might have been origin  

We dissipated in news. The clarified place 
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Had retrieved neither us nor itself - except 

You could say we survived. So say that, and watch us  

Who had our chance to be mud-men,  

convinced and estranged, 

Figure in our own eyes for the eyes of the world. 

 

Seamus Heaney (Eire, born 1939) 

 

 

 

ON NOT BEING MILTON 
 

(for Sergio Vieira and Armando Cuebuza of FRELIMO) 

 

Read and committed to the flames, I call  

these sixteen lines that go back to my roots  

my Cahier d‟un retour au pays natal, 

my growing black enough to fit my boots.  

 

The stutter of the scold out of the branks  

of condescension, class and counter-class  

thickens with glottals to a lumpen mass 

of Luddite morphemes closing up their ranks. 

 Each swung cast-iron Enoch of Leeds stress  

clangs a forged music on the frames of Art,  

the looms of owned language smashed apart!  

 

Three cheers for mute ingloriousness!  

 

Articulation is the tongue-tied‘s fighting. 

In the silence round all poetry we quote  

Tidd the Cato Street conspirator who wrote:  

 

Sir, I Ham a very Bad Hand at Righting. 

 

Tony Harrison (England, born 1937) 
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A Sense of Complicity: Advertising 
Supplement  
 
From The Shadow Knows (UK, 2004).  The poet explains: “William Sieghart likes 

poetry. He sponsors poetry competitions which help some poets, even if many of us don‟t 

much like poetry beauty contests.  

“But the day after May Day this year, William sent me „a rare poetry commission 

opportunity. A leading advertising agency would like to use poetry in a forthcoming 

advertising campaign for one of its clients. As a result, I am helping them commission 

poems from poets.‟ Each poet will be paid £200. Up to £3,000 will be paid to authors of 

the 24 poems used in TV and radio adverts.  

“What sort of poems? Well, the adverts are aimed at the 45-60 age group. „They 

are adverts, so although very different from normal commercial break fodder the poetry 

needs to be relatively upbeat, conversational, witty and thought-provoking. The main 

criterion is that the poems should give a sense of complicity and should make the listener 

feel understood.‟ And so on. 

“Why does this matter a damn? Because poetry is one of the few places in our 

civilisation where you can expect to be told the truth. And advertising is (very well paid) 

prostitution. So I wrote to William:  

 

 

ADVERTISING WILL EAT THE WORLD  
 
art is the desperate search  

for truth and beauty  

a matter of life and death  

 

advertising is the cynical hunt  

for maximum profit  

a matter of lies for money  

 

poetry makes love with the language  

advertising rapes the language  

 

music dances with children and gives them wings  

advertising steals from children and artists  

art is the opposite of advertising  

 

poetry just ran to me  

she is weeping on my shoulder  
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It hurts her to be in the same poem as advertising  

‗Get rid of them,‘ she whispers to me,  

‗Send those fucking advertisers away.‘  

 

yours sincerely,  

 

Adrian Mitchell, Shadow Poet Laureate  

 

PS: I hope no poets collaborate with your mistaken scheme.” 

 

 

  

REST IN PEACE, ANDY WARHOL. 
ENJOY.  
 

Elvis and Jackie Onassis  

Marilyn and Mao-tse Tung - 

They all looked alike to you  

 

You sucked out their veins  

Now all that remains  

Is a series of lifeless adverts for you  

 

Shallow as a shiny puddle  

You were proud of your shallowness.  

 

You started as an advertising man.  

You ended as an advertising man.  

And you sold your product - Selfishness.  

 

Relax, Andy, you weren‘t the first.  

And you certainly weren‘t the worst.  

Necrophilia got much sillier -  

Step forward Damien Hirst.  

 

Adrian Mitchell (England): The Shadow Knows (2004) 
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COURAGE 
 

What makes people unsatisfied  

is that they accept lies. 

 

If people had courage, and refused lies 

and found out what they really felt and really meant  

and acted on it, 

 

They would distil the essential oil out of every experience  

and like hazel-nuts in autumn, at last 

be sweet and sound. 

 

And the young among the old 

would be as in the hazel-woods of September  

nutting, gathering nuts of ripe experience. 

 

As it is, all that the old can offer 

is sour, bitter fruits, cankered by lies.  

 
David Herbert Lawrence (England, 1885-1930) 

 

 

 

 

you never see a nipple  
in the daily express 
 
i‘ve seen the poison letters of the horrible hacks 

about the yellow peril and the reds and the blacks 

and the tuc and its treacherous acts 

kremlin money - all right jack 

I‘ve seen how democracy is under duress 

but I‘ve never seen a nipple in the daily express 

 

I‘ve seen the suede jack boot the verbal cosh 
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whitehouse whitelaw whitewash 

blood uptown where the vandals rule 

classroom mafia scandal school 

they accuse i confess 

I‘ve never seen a nipple in the daily express 

 

agony columns scream in pain 

love in vain domestic strain 

divorce disease it eats away 

the family structure day by day 

in the grim pursuit of happiness 

i‘ve never seen a nipple in the daily express 

 

this paper‘s boring mindless mean 

full of pornography the kind that‘s clean 

where william hickey meets michael caine 

again and again and again and again 

i‘ve seen millionaires on the dhss 

but i‘ve never seen a nipple in the daily express 

 

John Cooper Clarke (England, born 1950) 

 

DHSS = Department of Health and Social Security (United Kingdom), and a 

source of welfare for the (truly or ostensibly) unemployed in the 1970‟s and 

1980‟s.  It later became the more virulent DWP, the Department of Work 

and Pensions. The Daily Express was a tabloid flowering of the reactionary 

Yellow Press, in its prime at about the same period. 

 

 

 

STREET SCENE, LONDON N2 *  

 

This is the front door. You can just see 

the number on it, there behind the piano,  

between the young man with the fierce expression  

and the one with the axe, who‘s trying not to laugh. 

 

Those furry-headed plants beside the step 

are Michaelmas daisies, as perhaps you‘ve guessed,  
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although they‘re not in colour; and the path 

is tiled in red and black, like a Dutch interior. 

 

But the photograph, of course, is black and white.  

The piano also sported black and white 

when it was whole (look, you can see its ribcage,  

the wiry harp inside it, the spread wing.) 

 

The young men are playing Laurel and Hardy  

(though both are tall, and neither of them is fat,  

and one of them is actually a pianist): 

they are committing a pianocide. 

 

It wasn‘t really much of a piano: 

warped and fungoid, grossly out of tune -  

facts they have not imparted to the wincing  

passers-by, whom you will have to imagine. 

 

You will also have to imagine, if you dare, 

the jangling chords of axe-blow, saw-stroke, screeching  

timber, wires twanged in terminal 

appassionato. This is a silent picture. 

 

Laurel and Hardy will complete their show: 

the wires, released from their frame, will thrash and tangle  

and be tamed into a ball; the varnished panels 

will be sawn stacks of boards and blocks and kindling. 

 

Later the mother will come home for Christmas.  

The fire will purr and tinkle in the grate, 

a chromatic harmony of tones: and somewhere  

there‘ll be a muffled sack of snarling keys. 

 

Fleur Adcock (New Zealand-UK, born 1934) 

 

* We think: the more-or-less gentrified streets of East Finchley  

– Stephen Jackson 
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A VICTORIAN ALBUM 
 

Matriarch, admiral, pert-faced boy,  

chlorotic virgin, plethoric bon-vivant, 

London dandy, High Church dean or don, two  

reposeful sisters (white skins never shown 

to the sun, white hands that need never work). 

 

Braid and brocade and broadcloth, made to last;  

shrill watered-silk over stiff corsetry; 

frock-coats, crinolines, aiglets, galloons, and lace;  

costly simplicity; upright backs 

against straight-backed chairs; a sword, a Bible, a fan. 

 

 Characters! Each (against tasselled drapes,  

plaster balusters, pedestals) looked at the lens  

with that look on which no sun could ever set,  

with a poise derived from pride of birth, 

race, class, property, privilege, place.  

 

White, Protestant, English or Scottish, 

all these were WE, the rest of the world being THEY -   

the low-born or ill-bred, the new rich, the always- 

with-us poor; heathens; and foreigners who 

from Dover, when clear, could almost be seen to begin. 

 

Turn the page, with your anti-imperial hand.  

Who has got among us now? Who on earth  

is this? A mahogany-skinned and proud  

young Muslim, smiling, handsome, assured.  

Thanks to him, I am here to write this today. 

 

That‘s Osman, who in the Mutiny saved  

my grandfather‘s life, I suppose because 

he thought it worth saving. There he stands  

great among grandparents, grand among great- 

uncles and aunts, he who put friendship first. 

 

William Plomer (South Africa-England, 1903-1973) 
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UPON WESTMINSTER BRIDGE 
 

Earth has not anything to show more fair:  

Dull would be he of soul who could pass by  

A sight so touching in its majesty: 

This City now doth like a garment wear  

 

The beauty of the morning: silent, bare, 

Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie  

Open unto the fields, and to the sky, 

All bright and glittering in the smokeless air.  

 

Never did sun more beautifully steep 

In his first splendour valley, rock, or hill;  

Ne‘er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!  

 

The river glideth at his own sweet will:  

Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;  

And all that mighty heart is lying still! 

 

William Wordsworth (September 3, 1802)  

 

 

 

LONDON  
 

I wander thro‘ each charter‘d Street,  

Near where the charter‘d Thames does flow,  

And mark in every face I meet  

Marks of weakness, marks of woe.  

 

In every cry of every Man,  

In every Infant‘s cry of fear,  

In every voice, in every ban,  

The mind-forg‘d manacles I hear.  
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How the Chimney-sweeper‘s cry  

Every black‘ning Church appalls;  

And the hapless Soldier‘s sigh  

Runs in blood down Palace walls.  

 

But most thro‘ midnight streets I hear  

How the youthful Harlot‘s curse  

Blasts the new born Infant‘s tear,  

And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.  

 

William Blake 

 

 

 

THE SLUMS 
 

That should be obvious 

Of course it won‘t 

Any fool knows that. 

Even in the winter. 

Consider for a moment. 

What? 

Consider what! 

They never have. 

Why now? 

Certainly it means nothing. 

It‘s all a lie. 

What else could it be? 

That‘s right. 

Sure. 

Any way you look at it. 

A silk hat. 

A fat belly. 

A nice church to squat in. 

My holy ass... 

What should they care about? It‘s quaint. 

Twelve kids on the fire escape...  

Flowers on the windowsill...  

You‘re damn right. 
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That‘s the way it is. 

That‘s just the way it is. 

 

Kenneth Patchen (USA: 1911-1972) 

 

 

AFTER A WALK 
 

Cut down by the sky. 

Between shapes moving toward the serpent  

and crystal-craving shapes, 

I‘ll let my hair grow. 

 

With the amputated tree that doesn‘t sing  

and the child with the blank face of an egg. 

 

With the little animals whose skulls are cracked   

and the water, dressed in rags, but with dry feet.   

 

With all the bone-tired, deaf-and-dumb things   

and a butterfly drowned in the inkwell. 

 

Bumping into my own face, different each day. Cut down by the sky! 

 

Federico Garcia Lorca (Spain, 1898-1936)  

From Poet in New York: Poems of Solitude 

 

 

DAWN 
 

Dawn in New York has  

four columns of mire 

and a hurricane of black pigeons  

splashing in the putrid waters. 

 

Dawn in New York groans  

on enormous fire escapes  

searching between the angles 
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for spikenards of drafted anguish. 

 

Dawn arrives and no one receives it in his mouth  

because morning and hope are impossible there:  

sometimes the furious swarming coins 

penetrate like drills and devour abandoned children. 

 

Those who go out early know in their bones 

there will be no paradise or loves that bloom and die:  

they know they will be mired in numbers and laws,  

in mindless games, in fruitless labours. 

 

 The light is buried under chains and noises    

in an impudent challenge to rootless science.    

And crowds stagger sleeplessly through the boroughs    

as if they had just escaped a shipwreck of blood. 

 

 

Federico Garcia Lorca (Spain, 1898-1936)  

From Poet In New York: Poems of Solitude 

 

 
 

HOTEL MAGNIFICENT  
(Yokohama, 1927) 
 

[‗If you long to mingle with Cosmopolitans in Yokohama amidst gorgeous 

Oriental pageantry, fill out and mail the information blank below.‘ 

Contemporary American advertisement] 

 

Where stout hunters unbamboozled by the stoutest of bamboos  

Suck icy liquors up through straws or strut in patent-leather shoes,  

While tourists of both sexes bandy-legged or bald as bandicoots  

Hobnob with Hollywood‘s who‘s-who or dally with cheroots,  

Stranger, look round, or stand and listen to the band. 

 

Japan, they say that Kipling said, is ‗not a sahib‘s land‘,  

But si sahib requiris, circumspice in the well-planned grand  
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Brand-new Hotel Magnificent whose highly-polished floors  

Reflect both millionaires and brassy pseudo-Jacobean cuspidors. 

 

Descend with despatch to the Daimyo Dining Room  

(‗Takes the tired tourist back to stirring Feudal Days‘),  

Fashioned all in Burmese teak and like an Aztec magnate‘s tomb  

Well it has deserved a drunken baseball-champion's praise. 

 

‗Old-world craft,‘ with New World craftiness  

The new prospectus says, ‗continually ply  

Beneath these very windows‘ - but the naked eye 

Sees nothing more than motor-boats beneath a smoky sky. 

 

The pergola pillars on the roof are hollow, 

Made of cement and steel and topped with whirring cowls  

To ventilate the kitchens ninety feet below 

And a corridor to the ballroom where a loud-voiced gossip prowls:  

‗She says they say they may go from here to San Diego 

Or Spain by aeroplane or out into the blue; 

On the fat wife of a dago seed-pearls look like small sago   

But she certainly asserts he is a personage in Peru.‘ 

 

Here East meets West to the strains of The Mikado  

Born kicking from the strings of a Filipino band  

Whose members have an air of languor and bravado,  

And one a Russian emerald lucent on his hand, 

A trophy of the ups and downs, the switchback way we go,  

Pressed upon a supple finger by an exile starving in the snow.  

 

The band strikes up again and from bedroom and bridge-table  

In this modern Tower of Babel people glide towards the door;  

The band bursts out anew, and a wistful nasal whining 

With hypnotic syncopation fills the ballroom‘s glossy floor  

With two-backed beasts side-stepping, robots intertwining,  

Trying to work a throwback, to be irresponsible once more. 

 

William Plomer (South Africa-England, 1903-1973) 
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A LOST FACE 
 

To seek a lost or missed face, and not trace it 

Slides a screen of clear glass across street, grass and vista,  

As for a huntsman killing for hunger not fun 

Leaf and twig cruelly detailed and motionless  

Seem in the know, conspiratorial, 

Hiding fawn pelt of beast or grain-fattened bird  

Dearer by disappearance, needed by the trigger finger,  

The sharp-eyed stomach, and the children at home. 

 

Seeking to trace the lost face, it seems untrue 

That the tides of ourselves, in hats, shoes, and coats,  

Ghosts lent substance, precarious hurriers 

Whom death teases, neglects or surprises, 

Should be able to conceal such features as those  

But look at the shallows: they shelter a kingfisher. 

 

Hereabouts the treasure was buried 

But the keen spade dredges up nothing but earth.  

It is time to go home - unless suddenly the steel  

Strikes metal, and vibrates like a tuning-fork. 

 

William Plomer (South Africa-England, 1903-1973) 

 

 

 

I AM A MIRROR 
 

Water glistens on my skin 

I don‘t feel it 

water cascades in streams  

down my back 

I don‘t feel it 

I rub myself with the towel  

I pinch my arm 

I don‘t feel it 

back on earth I look in the mirror  
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she also pinches herself 

I begin to dress in fits and starts. 

They break out from corners  

lightning shrieks 

empty eye sockets  

scampering rats teeth 

I still don‘t feel. 

I lose myself in the streets  

children with grubby faces  

begging me for money  

girl prostitutes 

hardly fifteen years old 

on the streets everyone is victim.  

Tanks approach 

bayonets are raised  

bodies fall 

weeping at last I feel my arm  

no longer a ghost 

I hurt 

therefore I exist. 

I look again  

running youths  

losing blood  

women with panic  

in their faces 

this time it hurts less  

I pinch myself again  

and now I feel nothing  

I simply reflect   

what happens 

before my eyes.  

The tanks  

aren‘t tanks  

even the shouts  

aren‘t shouts 

I am a smooth mirror  

nothing can penetrate  

my surface 

is hard  

bright  
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polished  

I am now a mirror  

disembodied  

a faint memory 

of pain. 

 

Claribel Alegria (El Salvador, 20
th

 century)   

 

 

 

NOT WAVING BUT DROWNING 
 

Nobody heard him, the dead man, 

But still he lay moaning: 

I was much further out than you thought 

And not waving, but drowning.  

 

Poor chap, he always loved larking 

And now he‘s dead. 

It must have been too cold for him his heart gave way,  

They said. 

 

Oh, no, no, no, it was too cold always   

(Still the dead one lay moaning) 

I was much too far out all my life 

And not waving but drowning. 

 

Stevie Smith (England, 1902-1971) 

 

 

 

WHERE CORALS LIE 
 

The deeps have music soft and low  

When winds awake the airy spry,  

It lures me, lures me on to go 

And see the land where corals lie.  
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By mount and steed, by lawn and rill,  

When night is deep, and moon is high, 

That music seeks and finds me still,  

And tells me where the corals lie.  

 

Yes, press my eyelids close, ‗tis well; 

But far the rapid fancies fly 

To rolling worlds of wave and shell,  

And all the lands where corals lie.  

 

Thy lips are like a sunset glow, 

Thy smile is like a morning sky,  

Yet leave me, leave me, let me go  

And see the land where corals lie. 

 

Richard Garnett (England, 1835-1906) 

 

 

 

SEA SLUMBER-SONG  
 

Sea-birds are asleep, 

The world forgets to weep, 

Sea murmurs her soft slumber-song  

On the shadowy sand 

Of this elfin land;  

‗I, the Mother mild,  

Hush thee, O my child,  

Forget the voices wild!‘ 

Isles in elfin light 

Dream, the rocks and caves,  

Lulled by whispering waves,  

Veil their marbles bright,  

Foam glimmers faintly white  

Upon the shelly sand 

Of this elfin land;  

Sea-sound, like violins, 

To slumber woos and wins, 

I murmur my soft slumber-song,  
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Leave woes, and wails, and sins,  

Ocean‘s shadowy might  

Breathes good-night,  

Good-night!‘ 

 

Roden Noel (England: 1834-1894) 

 

 

 

VOYAGE TO THE  
BOTTOM OF THE SEA 
 

The trick (he tells me) is to sleep till twelve 

then watch the television. 

In the corner of his murky bedroom  

there is always a swirl of colour: 

 

T-shirts; smoke threading from an ashtray  

to the light; shoes; anemones thriving 

on the wreck of the Torrey Canyon; 

our Chancellor raising the Budget box. 

 

Stephen Knight (England: born 1960) 

 

 

 

A JARDIN DES PLANTES 
 

The gorilla lay on his back, 

One hand cupped under his head,  

Like a man. 

 

Like a labouring man tired with work, 

A strong man with his strength burnt away  

In the toil of earning a living. 

 

Only of course he was not tired out with work,  

Merely with boredom; his terrible strength  
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All burnt away by prodigal idleness. 

 

A thousand days, and then a thousand days,  

Idleness licked away his beautiful strength,  

He having no need to earn a living. 

 

It was all laid on, free of charge. 

We maintained him, not for doing anything,  

But for being what he was. 

 

And so that Sunday morning he lay on his back,  

Like a man, like a worn-out man 

One hand cupped under his terrible hard head.  

 

Like a man, like a man, 

One of those we maintain, not for doing anything  

But for being what they are. 

 

A thousand days, and then a thousand days,  

With everything laid on, free of charge,  

They cup their heads in prodigal idleness. 

 

John Wain (England, 1925-1994) 

 

 

 

SOMETIMES 
 

Sometimes things don‘t go, after all,  

from bad to worse. Some years, muscadel  

faces down frost; green thrives; the crops don‘t fail,  

sometimes a man aims high, and all goes well. 

 

A people sometimes will step back from war;  

elect an honest man; decide they care 

enough, that they can‘t leave some stranger poor.  

Some men become what they were born for. 
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Sometimes our best efforts do not go  

amiss; sometimes we do as we meant to. 

The sun will sometimes melt a field of sorrow  

that seemed hard frozen: may it happen for you. 

 

Sheenagh Pugh (Wales: born 1950) 

 

 

 

RAIN 
 

Woke up this morning with 

A terrific urge to lie in bed all day 

And read.  Fought against it for a minute. 

 

Then looked out the window at the rain. 

And gave over.  Put myself entirely  

In the keep of this rainy morning. 

 

Would I live my life over again? 

Make the same unforgivable mistakes? 

Yes, given half a chance.  Yes. 

 

Raymond Carver (USA, 1938-1988) 

 

 

 

From THE PISAN CANTOS 
 

What thou lov‘st well remains, 

the rest is dross 

What thou lov‘st well shall not be reft from thee  

What thou lov‘st well is thy true heritage 

Whose world, or mine, or theirs, 

or is it none?  

First came the seen, then thus the palpable  

Elysium, though it were in the halls of hell,  

What thou lov‘st well is thy true heritage  
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What thou lov‘st well shall not be reft from thee 

The ant‘s a centaur in his dragon world.  

Pull down thy vanity, it is not man  

Made courage, or made order, or made grace,  

Pull down thy vanity, I say pull down 

Learn of the green world what can be thy place  

In scaled invention or true artistry,  

Pull down thy vanity, 

Paquin pull down! 

The green casque has outdone your elegance.  

 

Master thyself, then others shall thee beare  

Pull down thy vanity 

Thou art a beaten dog beneath the hail, 

A swollen magpie in a fitful sun,  

Half black half white 

Nor knowst‘ou wing from tail  

Pull down thy vanity 

How mean thy hates  

Fostered in falsity, 

Pull down thy vanity, 

Rathe to destroy, niggard in charity, 

Pull down thy vanity,  

I say pull down. 

 

But to have done instead of not doing  

this is not vanity 

To have, with decency, knocked  

That a Blunt should open 

To have gathered from the air a live tradition  

or from a fine old eye the unconquered flame  

This is not vanity. 

Here error is all in the not done,  

all in the diffidence that faltered. 

 

Ezra Pound (USA, 1885-1972) 
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THE TREASURE  
 

When colour goes home into the eyes, 

And lights that shine are shut again, 

With dancing girls and sweet birds‘ cries 

Behind the gateways of the brain; 

And that no-place which gave them birth, shall close 

The rainbow and the rose: -  

Still may Time hold some golden space 

Where I‘ll unpack that scented store 

Of song and flower and sky and face, 

And count, and touch, and turn them o‘er, 

Musing upon them: as a mother, who 

Has watched her children all the rich day through, 

Sits, quiet-handed, in the fading light, 

When children sleep, ere night. 

 

Rupert Brooke (England, 1887-1915) 

 

 

 

WHAT IT IS 
 

It is nonsense  

Says reason 

It is what it is 

Says love. 

 

It is misfortune 

Says calculation 

It is nothing but pain 

Says fear 

It is hopeless 

Says realism 

It is what it is 

Says love. 
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It is ridiculous 

Says pride 

It is foolhardy 

Says caution 

It is impossible 

Says experience 

It is what it is 

Says love. 

 

Erich Fried (Austria-UK, born 1921) 

 

 

 

PROSPERO’S FAREWELL 
 

Our revels now are ended. 

These our actors, 

As I foretold you, were all spirits, and 

Are melted into air, into thin air; 

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision, 

The cloud-capp‘d towers, the gorgeous palaces, 

The solemn temples, the great globe itself, 

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve, 

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded, 

Leave not a rack behind. 

We are such stuff  

As dreams are made on; and our little life  

Is rounded with a sleep. 

 

William Shakespeare: from The Tempest, Act IV  
 

 

 

CLOUDS    
 

Down the blue night the unending columns press  

In noiseless tumult, break and wave and flow,  

Now tread the far South, or lift rounds of snow  
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Up to the white moon‘s hidden loveliness.  

Some pause in their grave wandering comradeless,  

And turn with profound gesture vague and slow,  

As who would pray good for the world, but know  

Their benediction empty as they bless.  

 

They say that the Dead die not, but remain  

Near to the rich heirs of their grief and mirth.  

I think they ride the calm mid-heaven, as these,  

In wise majestic melancholy train,  

And watch the moon and the still-raging seas,  

And men, coming and going on the earth.  

 

Rupert Brooke (England, 1887-1915) 

 

 

 

DOVER BEACH   
 

The sea is calm tonight. 

The tide is full, the moon lies fair  

Upon the straits; - on the French coast the light  

Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand, 

Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay. 

Come to the window, sweet is the night air! 

Only, from the long line of spray 

Where the sea meets the moon-blanched sand, 

Listen! you hear the grating roar 

Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling, 

At their return, up the high strand, 

Begin, and cease, and then again begin, 

With tremulous cadence slow, and bring 

The eternal note of sadness in. 

 

Sophocles long ago 

Heard it on the Aegean, and it brought 

Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow 

Of human misery; we 
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Find also in the sound a thought, 

Hearing it by this distant northern sea. 

 

The Sea of Faith 

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth‘s shore 

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled. 

But now I only hear 

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar, 

Retreating, to the breath 

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear 

And naked shingles of the world. 

 

Ah, love, let us be true 

To one another! for the world, which seems 

To lie before us like a land of dreams, 

So various, so beautiful, so new, 

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, 

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain; 

And we are here as on a darkling plain 

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight, 

Where ignorant armies clash by night. 

 

Matthew Arnold 

 

 

 

IN TIME LIKE GLASS 
 

In Time like glass the stars are set,  

And seeming-fluttering butterflies 

Are fixèd fast in Time‘s glass net 

With mountains and with maids‘ bright eyes. 

 

Above the cold Cordilleras hung  

The wingèd eagle and the Moon: 

The gold, snow-throated orchid sprung  

From gloom where peers the dark baboon: 

 

The Himalayas‘ white, rapt brows; 
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The jewel-eyed bear that threads their caves;  

The lush plains‘ lowing herds of cows 

That Shadow entering human graves: 

 

All these like stars in Time are set, 

They vanish but can never pass; 

The Sun that with them fades is yet 

Fast-fixed as they in Time like glass. 

 

Walter James Turner (Australia-UK, 1889-1946)  

 

 

 

EVERYONE SANG  
 

Everyone suddenly burst out singing;  

And I was filled with such delight  

As prisoned birds must find in freedom  

Winging wildly across the white  

Orchards and dark green fields; on; on; and out of sight. 

 

Everyone‘s voice was suddenly lifted,  

And beauty came like the setting sun. 

My heart was shaken with tears, and horror  

Drifted away… O but every one 

Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the singing will never be done. 

 

Siegfried Sassoon (England, 1886-1967) 

 

 

 

* * * 
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EPILOGUE 
 

 

 

 

TRUST ME, I'M A POET 
 

Your husband upped and left you 

After years of playing the field? 

My heart goes out, I know the type 

Of course, my lips are sealed. 

Let me be your confidant 

I‘m generous, let me show it 

Champagne I think is called for 

Trust me, I‘m a poet. 
 

 * 
 

Put my wallet on the counter 

When I turned round it had gone 

And I‘ve got to meet my agent 

In town, for lunch at one 

To sign a five-book contract 

I‘ll be back before you know it 

Can you lend me fifty quid? 

Trust me, I‘m a poet. 

 

  Roger McGough (England: born 1937) 

 

 

POEM COMPOSED  
IN SANTA BARBARA 
 

The poets talk. They talk a lot.  

They talk of T. S. Eliot.  

One is anti. One is pro.  

How hard they think! How much they know!  
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They‘re happy. A cicada sings.  

We women talk of other things. 

 

Wendy Cope (England.  From Serious Concerns, 1992) 

 

 

 

MY CROW 
 

A crow flew into the tree outside my window. 

It was not Ted Hughes‘s crow, or Galway‘s crow. 

Or Frost‘s, Pasternak‘s, or Lorca‘s crow. 

Or one of Homer‘s crows, stuffed with gore, 

after the battle. This was just a crow. 

That never fit in anywhere in its life, 

or did anything worth mentioning. 

It sat there on the branch for a few minutes. 

Then picked up and flew beautifully 

out of my life. 

 

Raymond Carver (USA, 1938-1988) 

 
 
 

INSOMNIA 1, 2, 3 

 

Sometimes you can knock yourself out 

taking whatever it takes to get whatever it is 

and you do it, for hours, and for hours 

you try out the trick called not being there 

and maybe you sleep and maybe you drift 

but you awake anyway on a dead chicken pillow 

with a rat in your brain and a bat in your mouth 

and though you clean each one of your teeth, 

paste on a face that will just about do, 

you still can‘t remember and still can‘t recall 

the numbers and names of each drop of rain. 
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Something is missing, something is wrong: 

that stain on your shirt, is it yours? 

that dark in your face, that trace of a voice 

overheard at the moment you dived into silence 

out of the clock-driven bird balmy universe 

back of the Nostar Hotel of night plumbing and thumps -  

that voice that said but what did it say, those words 

those beautiful shards, they won‘t be back now. 

Think.  Drink hot black tea, black coffee. 

Think of the sea.  Think of the sweet shift of wheat 

with the wind gone through it, just as the sea is. 

 

  Ken Smith (England: born 1953)   

 

 

 

LAMENT 
 

Because I have no time 

To set my ladder up, and climb  

Out of the dung and straw,  

Green poems laid in a dark store  

Shrivel and grow soft 

Like unturned apples in a loft. 

 

Jon Stallworthy (England: born 1935) 

  

 

 

THE SECRET  
 

Two girls discover  

the secret of life  

in a sudden line of  

poetry.  

 

I, who don‘t know the  

secret, wrote  
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the line. They  

told me 

 

(through a third person)  

they had found it 

but not what it was,  

not even 

 

what line it was. No doubt  

by now, more than a week  

later, they have forgotten  

the secret, 

the line, the name of  

the poem. I love them  

for finding what 

I can‘t find,  

 

and for loving me  

for the line I wrote,  

and for forgetting it  

so that 

 

a thousand times, till death  

finds them, they may  

discover it again, in other  

lines, 

 

in other 

happenings. And for  

wanting to know it,  

for 

assuming there is  

such a secret, yes,  

for that 

most of all.  

 

Denise Levertov (UK-USA, born 1923) 
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LATE FRAGMENT 

 

And did you get what 

you wanted from this life, even so? 

I did. 

And what did you want? 

To call myself beloved, to feel myself 

beloved on the earth. 

 

  Raymond Carver (USA, 1939-1988) 

  From All of Us: Collected Poems, 1996 

 

 

 

 

 

ODE TO JOY 
 

You only love  

when you love in vain.  

 

Try another radio probe when ten have failed,  

take two hundred rabbits when a hundred have died:  

only this is science.  

 

You ask the secret.  

It has just one name:  

again.  

 

In the end  

a dog carries in his jaws  

his image in the water,  

people rivet the new moon,  

I love you.  

 

Like caryatids  

our lifted arms  

hold up time‘s granite load  
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and defeated  

we shall always win.  

 

Miroslav Holub (Czech Republic, born 1923)   

 

 

 

VILLANELLE (SONNET XXXIII) 
 
Time will say nothing but I told you so, 

Time only knows the price we have to pay; 

If I could tell you I would let you know. 

 

If we should weep when clowns put on their show, 

If we should stumble when musicians play, 

Time will say nothing but I told you so. 

 

There are no fortunes to be told, although, 

Because I love you more than I can say, 

If I could tell you I would let you know. 

 

The winds must come from somewhere when they blow, 

There must be reasons why the leaves decay; 

Time will say nothing but I told you so. 

 

Perhaps the roses really want to grow, 

The vision seriously intends to stay; 

If I could tell you I would let you know. 

 

Suppose all the lions get up and go, 

And all the brooks and soldiers run away; 

Will Time say nothing but I told you so? 

If I could tell you I would let you know. 

 

Wystan Hugh Auden (England, 1907-1973) 
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IF I COULD KNOW  
 

If I could truly know that I do know  

This, and the foreshower of this show,  

Who is myself, for plot and scene are mine,  

They say, and the world my sign,  

Man, earth and heaven, co-patterned so or so –  

If I could know.  

 

If I could swear that I do truly see  

The real world, and all itself and free,  

Not prisoned in my shallow sight‘s confine,  

Nor mine, but to be mine,  

Freely sometime to come and be with me –  

If I could see.  

 

If I could tell that I do truly hear  

A music, not this tumult in my ear  

Of all that cries in the world, confused or fine;  

If there were staff and sign  

Pitched high above the battle of hope and fear –  

If I could hear.    

 

Make me to see and hear that I may know  

This journey and the place towards which I go;  

For a beginning and an end are mine  

Surely, and have their sign  

Which I and all in the earth and the heavens show.  

Teach me to know.   

 

Edwin Muir (Scotland, 1887-1959): From One Foot in Eden 
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TO-DAY 
 

So here hath been dawning 

Another blue day: 

Think, wilt thou let it 

Slip useless away? 

 

Out of Eternity 

This new day is born: 

In to Eternity 

At night will return. 

 

Behold it aforetime 

No eye ever did: 

So soon it for ever 

From all eyes is hid. 

 

Here hath been dawning 

Another blue day: 

Think, wilt thou let it 

Slip useless away? 

 

Thomas Carlyle 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * 
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“Life shrinks and expands in proportion to one‟s courage.”  

 Anaïs Nin, novelist 

 

“The writing of a fully expressive poem, whatever the theme, can only bring 

the true poet happiness.  Happiness and suffering have their origin in the 

same cause – an excess of feeling, sudden or gradual, brief or long-lasting.  

The dividing line is soon crossed.  The poet‟s abnormal sensitivity makes 

him a pioneer of feeling, painful or pleasant; the value of poetry lies in the 

discovery of new emotion.”  James Reeves, poet 

 

 

“You ask whether your verses are any good. You ask me. You have asked 

others before this. You send them to magazines. You compare them with 

other poems, and you are upset when certain editors reject your work. Now 

(since you have said you want my advice) I beg you to stop doing that sort of 

thing. You are looking outside, and that is what you should most avoid right 

now. No one can advise or help you - no one. There is only one thing you 

should do. Go into yourself. Find out the reason that commands you to 

write; see whether it has spread its roots into the very depths of your heart; 

confess to yourself whether you would have to die if you were forbidden to 

write.  

 

“This most of all: ask yourself in the most silent hour of your night: must I 

write? Dig into yourself for a deep answer. And if this answer rings out in 

assent, if you meet this solemn question with a strong, simple "I must," then 

build your life in accordance with this necessity; your whole life, even into 

its humblest and most indifferent hour, must become a sign and witness to 

this impulse. Then come close to Nature. Then, as if no one had ever tried 

before, try to say what you see and feel and love and lose.  

 

“Don‟t write love poems; avoid those forms that are too facile and ordinary: 

they are the hardest to work with, and it takes great, fully ripened power to 

create something individual where good, even glorious, traditions exist in 

abundance. So rescue yourself from these general themes and write about 

what your everyday life offers you; describe your sorrows and desires, the 

thoughts that pass through your mind and your belief in some kind of beauty 

- describe all these with heartfelt, silent, humble sincerity and, when you 

express yourself, use the Things around you, the images from your dreams, 

and the objects that you remember. If your everyday life seems poor, don‟t 

blame it; blame yourself; admit to yourself that you are not enough of a poet 
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to call forth its riches; because for the creator there is not poverty and no 

poor, indifferent place. And even if you found yourself in some prison, whose 

walls let in none of the world‟s sounds – wouldn‟t you still have your 

childhood, that jewel beyond all price, that treasure house of memories? 

Turn your attentions to it. Try to raise up the sunken feelings of this 

enormous past; your personality will grow stronger, your solitude will 

expand and become a place where you can live in the twilight, where the 

noise of other people passes by, far in the distance. - And if out of this 

turning-within, out of this immersion in your own world, poems come, then 

you will not think of asking anyone whether they are good or not. Nor will 

you try to interest magazines in these works: for you will see them as your 

dear natural possession, a piece of your life, a voice from it. A work of art is 

good if it has arisen out of necessity. That is the only way one can judge it.  

 

“So, dear Sir, I can‟t give you any advice but this: to go into yourself and 

see how deep the place is from which your life flows; at its source you will 

find the answer to the question whether you must create. Accept that answer, 

just as it is given to you, without trying to interpret it. Perhaps you will 

discover that you are called to be an artist. Then take the destiny upon 

yourself, and bear it, its burden and its greatness, without ever asking what 

reward might come from outside. For the creator must be a world for 

himself and must find everything in himself and in Nature, to whom his 

whole life is devoted.  Rainer Maria Rilke: from a letter to a younger poet. 

 

 

I suppose my anthology began to germinate around 2000, just in time for our 

second Millennium.  It owes its immediate existence to two people: Gemma, 

my partner of the time, without whose desire for something near bedtime I 

might never have started reading poetry again. Then there was Jan Noble, 

whose passion for the form pointed me in fresh directions. But of course, 

behind them both lay my mother; whose love of the written word in all its 

adventures and permutations had in inspired me ever since I could recognize 

―A‖ from ―B‖. 

 

What emerged was the selection of a forty-something man, preoccupied by 

the sort of tiny spiritual or emotional malaises that forty-something people 

habitually suffer as we either race or totter past the halfway post of human 

existence.  Clearly I had an agenda – and the original if rather portentous 

working title, Poems for Life, Death, Love, gave some intimation as to what 

was going on in my mind as I rattled through six hundred years of literature 
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from (primarily, the English-speaking) world and tried to gauge the shifting 

intellectual climate in which it had been composed.  The starry sky is still 

there, and we can all see it; but the moral law seems increasingly tentative, if 

not downright embarrassed.  Such is the context of our nervous lives, in an 

age of apologies.   

 

The anthology is divided into thematic sections, and I‘m unabashed by its 

quirky idiosyncrasies.  I wanted to try something fresh – which is why there 

are so few Shakespeare sonnets here, no Ode to a Nightingale – simply 

because those can be found in a hundred other sources.  In their place is a 

bounty of verse that surely deserves to be better celebrated.  But even 

Blake‘s Tyger and Lawrence‘s ruminations on his snake barely made it, until 

I found a fresh context in which suddenly they seemed irresistible. 

 

I don‘t want to give too much of my game away, and one mustn‘t force other 

people‘s work into your own straitjacket; but here‘s a clue to my unfolding 

theme: that without language, we are no different from any other blameless 

animal.  Andrei Tarkovsky used to say that it was shame that kept us human, 

yet I suspect the two claims might be connected… Could it be that 

consciousness is a curse, which we must nonetheless be allowed to make the 

best of - or else see humankind stripped away to meaninglessness? 

 

Only if you‘d like to know a little more of what was going on in my mind as 

I chose these verses, consider the following as provisional if deliberately 

oblique headings.  In order, 

 

Here we stand, all of us 

The ages of man 

In case we might forget 

Love in the afternoon 

Lower than angels 

Free fall 

Epilogue 

 

‗Free Fall‘ is the only whimsical bit, and truly there I was propelled by free 

association.  I felt it was important to include the comic verse that everyone 

else seems to frown on, and yet which contains amongst the shrewdest 

observations in our language.  Compare Hilaire Belloc‘s crispest irony with 

the over-irrigated limpness of his serious work, and you‘ll see straightaway 

what I mean. 
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For poets living in the twentieth or twenty-first centuries, every effort has 

been made to identify their nationality, their dates of birth and death.  

 

Now that we have reached the end of the Epilogue, I think the time may 

have come for a last word and finally, in keeping with this editor‘s topsy-

turvy vision and Through-the-Looking-Glass existence,  a Preface.  

 

The Last Word, then.  Resolutely have I abjured anything that might smack 

of the jingoistic, galumphing Ballads one had to learn as doggerel at school.  

Here to atone for that omission are four splendid verses: advice solid as the 

Rock of Gibraltar not only for men, but for any sentient being: 

 

 

IF 
 

If you can keep your head when all about you    

    Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,    

If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you, 

    But make allowance for their doubting too;    

If you can wait and not be tired by waiting, 

    Or being lied about, don‘t deal in lies, 

Or being hated, don‘t give way to hating, 

    And yet don‘t look too good, nor talk too wise: 

 

If you can dream - and not make dreams your master;    

    If you can think - and not make thoughts your aim;    

If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster 

    And treat those two impostors just the same;    

If you can bear to hear the truth you‘ve spoken 

    Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools, 

Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken, 

    And stoop and build ‘em up with worn-out tools: 

 

If you can make one heap of all your winnings 

    And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss, 

And lose, and start again at your beginnings 

    And never breathe a word about your loss; 

If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew 
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    To serve your turn long after they are gone,    

And so hold on when there is nothing in you 

    Except the Will which says to them: ‗Hold on!‘ 

 

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,    

    Or walk with Kings - nor lose the common touch, 

If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you, 

    If all men count with you, but none too much; 

If you can fill the unforgiving minute 

    With sixty seconds‘ worth of distance run,    

Yours is the Earth and everything that‘s in it,    

    And - which is more - you‘ll be a Man, my son! 

 

Rudyard Kipling (England, 1865-1936) 

 

 

To the concluding Preface.  And after that it should be time to stop reading, 

and begin living. 

 

With guilty, conscience-stricken tears, 

I offer up these rhymes of mine 

To children of maturer years 

(From Seventeen to Ninety-nine). 

A special solace they may be 

In days of second infancy. 
 

The frenzied mother who observes 

this volume in her offspring‟s hand, 

And trembles for the darling‟s nerves. 

Must please to clearly understand, 

If baby suffers bye-and-bye 

The Artist is to blame, not I! 
 

But should the little brat survive, 

And fatten on the Ruthless Rhyme, 

To raise a Heartless Home and thrive 

Through a successful life of crime, 

The Artist hopes that you will see 

That I am to be thanked, not he! 
 



Better than Mortal Flowers     Page 559 

And if You chance to ask me why, 

It is sufficient, I reply, 

That You are You, and I am I, - 

To put the matter briefly. 

That I should dedicate to You 

Can only interest us two; 

The fact remains, then, that I do, 

Because I want to - chiefly. 
 

And if these verses can beguile 

From those grey eyes of yours a smile, 

You will have made it well worth while 

To seek your approbation; 

      No further meed 

      Of praise they need, 

      But must succeed, 

      And do indeed, 

      If they but lead 

      You on to read 

Beyond the Dedication. 

 

  Harry Graham: Ruthless Rhymes 
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