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1. The Face in the Mirror

Grey haunted eyes, absent-mindedly glaring

From wide, uneven orbits; one brow drooping

Somewhat over the eye

Because of a missile fragment still inhering,

Skin deep, as a foolish record of old-world fighting.

Crookedly broken nose—low tackling caused it;

Cheeks, furrowed; coarse grey hair, flying frenetic;

Forehead, wrinkled and high;

Jowls, prominent; ears, large: jaw, pugilistic;

Teeth, few; lips, full and ruddy; mouth, ascetic.

I pause with razor poised, scowling derision

At the mirrored man whose beard needs my attention,

And once more ask him why

He still stands ready, with a boy’s presumption,

To court the queen in her high silk pavilion.

2. 1915

I’ve watched the Seasons passing slow, so slow,

In the fields between La Bassée and Béthune;

Primroses and the first warm day of Spring,

Red poppy floods of June,

August, and yellowing Autumn, so

To Winter nights knee-deep in mud or snow,

And you’ve been everything.

Dear, you’ve been everything that I most lack

In these soul-deadening trenches – pictures, books,

Music, the quiet of an English wood,

Beautiful comrade-looks,

The narrow, bouldered mountain-track,

The broad, full-bosomed ocean, green and black,

And Peace, and all that’s good.

3. OH, AND OH!

Oh, and oh!

The world’s a muddle,

The clouds are untidy,

Moon lopsidey,

Shining in a puddle.

Down dirty streets in stench and smoke

The pale townsfolk

Crawl and kiss and cuddle,

In doorways hug and huddle;

Loutish he

And sluttish she

In loathsome love together press

And unbelievable ugliness.

These spiders spin a loathly woof!

I walk aloof,

Head burning and heart snarling,

Tread feverish quick;

My love is sick;

Far away lives my darling.

4. TO MY UNBORN SON

A Dream

Last night, my son, your pretty mother came

Bravely into the forest of my dreams:

I laughed, and sprang to her with feet of flame,

And kissed her on the lips: how queer it seems

That the first power of woman-love should leap

So sudden on a grown man in his sleep!

She smiled, and kissed me back, a lovely thing

Of slender limbs and yellow braided hair:

She set my slow heart madly fluttering,

Her silver beauty through the shadowed air.

But oh, I wish she’d told me at first sight,

Why she was breaking on my dreams last night!

For tears to kisses suddenly succeeded, 

And she was pleading, pleading, son, for you:

‘Oh, let me have my little child' she pleaded,

‘Give me my child, as you alone can do.’ 

And, oh, it hurt me, turning a deaf ear, 

To say ‘No, no! and ‘No, no, no!’ to her.

I was most violent, I was much afraid

She’d buy my freedom with a kiss or curl,

And when she saw she’d die a sad old maid,

She wept most piteously, poor pretty girl – 

But still, if Day, recalling Night’s romance

Should write a sequel, child, you’ve got a chance.

5. DEAD COW FARM

An ancient saga tells us how 

In the beginning the First Cow

(For nothing living yet had birth

But elemental Cow on Earth)

Began to lick cold stones and mud:

Under her warm tongue flesh and blood 

Blossomed, a miracle to believe;

And so was Adam born, and Eve.

Here now is chaos once again,

Primaeval mud, cold stones and rain.

Here flesh decays and blood drips red

And the Cow’s dead, the old Cow’s dead.

6. THE PATCHWORK BONNET

Across the room my silent love I throw,

Where you sit sewing in bed by candlelight,


Your young stern profile and industrious fingers

Displayed against the blind in a shadow show,

To Dinda’s grave delight.

Snippets and odd ends folded by, forgotten,

With camphor on the top shelf, hard to find,

Now wake to this most happy resurrection, 

To Dinda playing toss with a reel of cotton

And staring at the blind.

Dinda in sing-song stretching out one hand

Calls for the playthings; mother does not hear:

Her mind sails far away on a patchwork Ocean,

And all the world must wait till she touches land,

So Dinda cries in fear.

Then Mother turns, laughing like a young fairy,

And Dinda smiles to see her look so kind,

Calls out again for playthings, playthings, playthings, playthings,

And now the shadows make an Umbrian ‘Mary

Adoring’, on the blind.

7. MORNING PHOENIX

In my body lives a flame, 

Flame that burns me all the day,

When a fierce sun does the same,

I am charred away.

Who could keep a smiling wit,

Roasted so in heart and hide,

Turning on the sun’s red spit,

Scorched by love inside?

Caves I long for and cold rocks,

Minnow-peopled country brooks,

Blundering gales of Equinox,

Sunless valley-nooks.

Daily so I might restore

Calcined heart and shrivelled skin,

A morning phoenix with proud roar

Kindled new within.

8. THE KISS

Are you shaken, are you stirred

By a whisper of love,

Spellbound to a word

Does Time cease to move,

Till her calm grey eye

Expands to a sky

And the clouds of her hair

Like storms go by?

Then the lips that you have kissed

Turn to frost and fire,

And a white-steaming mist

Obscures desire:

So back to their birth

Fade water, air, earth,

And the First Power moves

Over void and dearth.

Is that Love? no, but Death,

A passion, a shout,

The deep in-breath,

The breath roaring out,

And once that is flown,

You must lie alone,

Without hope, without life,

Poor flesh, sad bone.

9. VAIN AND CARELESS

Lady, lovely lady,

Careless and gay!

Once, when a beggar called,

She gave her child away.

The beggar took the baby,

Wrapped it in a shawl –

‘Bring him back,’ the lady said,

‘Next time you call.’

Hard by lived a vain man,

So vain and so proud

He would walk on stilts

To be seen by the crowd,

Up above the chimney pots,

Tall as a mast –

And all the people ran about

Shouting till he passed.

‘A splendid match surely,’

Neighbours saw it plain,

‘Although she is so careless,

Although he is so vain.’

But the lady played bobcherry,

Did not see or care,

As the vain man went by her,

Aloft in the air.

This gentle-born couple

Lived and died apart –

Water will not mix with oil,

Nor vain with careless heart.

10. SONG: SULLEN MOODS

Love, never count your labour lost


Though I turn sullen or retired

Even at your side; my thought is crossed


With fancies by no evil fired.

And when I answer you, some days,


Vaguely and wildly, never fear

That my love walks forbidden ways,


Snapping the ties that hold it here.

If I speak gruffly, this mood is


Mere indignation at my own

Shortcomings, plagues, uncertainties:


I forget the gentler tone.

You, now that you have come to be


My one beginning, prime and end,

I count at last as wholly me,


Lover no longer nor yet friend.

Help me to see you as before


When overwhelmed and dead, almost,

I stumbled on that secret door


Which saves the live man from the ghost.

Be once again the distant light,


Promise of glory, not yet known

In full perfection – wasted quite


When on my imperfection thrown.

11. SONG OF CONTRARIETY

Far away is close at hand,

Close joined is far away,

Love shall come at your command

Yet will not stay.

At summons of your dream-despair

She might not disobey,

But slid close down beside you there,

And complaisant lay.

Yet now her flesh and blood consent

In the hours of day,

Joy and passion both are spent,

Twining clean away.

Is the person empty air,

Is the spectre clay,

That love, lent substance by despair,

Wanes and leaves you lonely there

On the bridal day?

12. FULL MOON

As I walked out that sultry night,

I heard the stroke of One.

The moon, attained to her full height,

Stood beaming like the sun:

She exorcized the ghostly wheat

To mute assent in love’s defeat,

Whose tryst had now begun.

The fields lay sick beneath my tread,

A tedious owlet cried,

A nightingale above my head

With this or that replied –

Like man and wife who nightly keep

Inconsequent debate in sleep

As they dream side by side.

Your phantom wore the moon’s cold mask,

My phantom wore the same;

Forgetful of the feverish task

In hope of which they came,

Each image held the other’s eyes

And watched a grey distraction rise

To cloud the eager flame –

To cloud the eager flame of love,

To fog the shining gate;

They held the tyrannous queen above

Sole mover of their fate,

They glared as marble statues glare

Across the tessellated stair

Or down the halls of state.

And now warm earth was Arctic sea,

Each breath came dagger-keen;

Two bergs of glinting ice were we,

The broad moon sailed between;

There swam the mermaids, tailed and finned,

And love went by upon the wind

As though it had not been.

13. KNOWLEDGE OF GOD

So far from praising he blasphemes

Who says that God has been or is,

Who swears he met with God in dreams

Or face to face in woods and streams,

Meshed in their boundaries.

‘Has been’ an ‘is’ the seasons bind,

(Here glut of bread, there lack of bread).

The mil-stones grumble as they grind

That if God is, he must be blind,

Or if he was, is dead.

Can God with Danäe sport and kiss,

Or God with rebel demons fight,

Making a proof as Jove of Dis,

Force, Essence, Knowledge, that or this,

Of Godhead Infinite?

The caterpillar years-to-come

March head to tail with years-that-were

Round and around the cosmic drum;

To time and space they add their sum,

But how is Godhead there?

Weep, sleep, be merry, vault the gate

Or down the evening furrow plod,

Hate and at length withhold your hate,

Rule, or be ruled by certain fate,

But cast no net for God.

14. AGAINST KIND

Become invisible by elimination

Of kind in her, she none the less persisted

Among kind with no need to find excuses

For choosing this and not some alien region.

Invisibility was her last kindness:

She might have kept appearance, had she wished;

Yet to be seen living against all kind,

That would be monstrous; she permitted blindness.

She asked and she permitted nothing further,

She went her private and eventless way

As uncompanioning as uncompanioned;

And for a while they did not think to mourn her.

But soon it vexed them that her name still stood

Plain on their registers, and over-simple,

Not witnessed to by laundry, light or fuel,

Or even, they wondered most, by drink and food.

They tried rebuttal; it was not for long:

Pride and curiosity raised a whisper

That swelled into a legend and the legend

Confirmed itself in terror and grew strong.

It was not that they would prefer her presence

To her room (now hating her), but that her room

Could not be filled by any creature of kind,

It gaped; they shook with sudden impotence.

Sleeplessness and shouting and new rumours

Tempted them nightly; dulness wore their days; 

They waited for a sign, but none was given;

She owed them nothing, they held nothing of hers,

They raged at her that being invisible

She would not use that gift, humouring them 

As Lilith, or as an idiot poltergeist,

Or as a Gyges turning the ring’s bezel.

She gave no sign; at last they tumbled prostrate 

Fawning on her, confessing her their sins; 

They burned her the occasion’s frankincense,

Crying ‘Save, save!’, but she was yet discrete.

And she must stay discrete, and they stay blind 

Forever, or for one time less than ever —

If they, despaired and turning against kind,

Become invisible too, and read her mind.

15. PYGMALION TO GALATEA

As you are woman, so be lovely:

Fine hair afloat and eyes irradiate,

Long crafty fingers, fearless carriage,

And body lissom, neither short nor tall.

So be lovely!

Ay you are lovely, so be merciful:

Yet must your mercy abstain from pity:

Prize your self-honour, leaving me with mine.

Love if you will; or stay stone-frozen.

So be merciful!

As you are merciful, so be constant:

I ask not you should mask your comeliness,

Yet keep our love aloof and strange,

Keep it from gluttonous eyes, from stairway gossip.

So be constant!

As you are constant, so be various:

Love comes to sloth without variety.

Within the limits of our fair-paved garden

Let fancy like a Proteus range and change.

So be various!

As you are various, so be woman:

Graceful in going as well armed in doing.

Be witty, kind, enduring, unsubjected:

Without you I keep heavy house.

So be woman!

As you are woman, so be lovely:

As you are lovely, so be various, 

Merciful as constant, constant as various.

So be mine, as I yours for ever.

(The concluding lines as they appeared in Poems 1914-1926, later omitted)

Then as the singing ceased and the lyre ceased,

Down stepped proud Galatea with a sigh.

‘Pygmalion, as you woke me from the stone,

So shall I you from bonds of sullen flesh.

Lovely I am, merciful I shall prove:

Woman I am, constant as various,

Not marble-hearted but your own true love.

Give me an equal kiss, as I kiss you.

16. PURE DEATH

We looked, we loved, and therewith instantly

Death became terrible to you and me.

By love we disenthralled our natural terror

From every comfortable philosopher

Or tall, grey doctor of divinity:

Death stood at last in his true rank and order.

It happened soon, so wild of heart were we,

Exchange of gifts grew to a malady:

Their worth rose always higher on each side

Till there seemed nothing but ungivable pride

That yet remained ungiven, and this degree

Called a conclusion not to be denied.

Then we at last bethought ourselves, made shift

And simultaneously this final gift

Gave: each with shaking hands unlocks

The sinister, long, brass-bound coffin-box,

Unwraps pure death, with such bewilderment

As greeted our love’s first acknowledgement

17. THE TERRACED VALLEY

In a deep thought of you and concentration

I came by hazard to a new region:

The unnecessary sun was not there,

The necessary earth lay without care –

For more than sunshine warmed the skin

Of the round world that was turned outside-in.

Calm sea beyond the terraced valley

Without horizon easily was spread,

As it were overhead,

Washing the mountain-spurs behind me:

The unnecessary sky was not there,

Therefore no heights, no deeps, no birds of the air.

Neat outside-inside, neat below-above,

Hermaphrodizing love.

Neat this-way-that-way and without mistake:

On the right hand could slide the left glove.

Neat over-under: the young snake

Through an unyielding shell his path could break.

Singing of kettles, like a singing brook,

Made out-of-doors a fireside nook.

But you, my love, where had you then your station?

Seeing that on this counter-earth together

We go not distant from each other;

I knew you near me in that strange region,

So searched for you, in hope to see you stand

On some near olive-terrace, in the heat,

The left-hand glove drawn on your right hand,

The empty snake’s egg perfect at your feet –

But found you nowhere in the wide land,

And cried disconsolately, until you spoke

Immediate at my elbow, and your voice broke

This trick of time, changing the world about

To once more inside-in and outside-out.

18. THE SUCCUBUS

Thus will despair

In ecstasy of nightmare

Fetch you a devil-woman through the air, 

To slide below the sweated sheet

And kiss your lips in answer to your prayer

And lock her hands with yours and your feet with her feet.

Yet why does she

Come never as longed-for beauty 

Slender and cool, with limbs lovely to see, 


(The bedside candle guttering high)

And toss her head so the thick curls fall free 


Of halo’d breast, firm belly and long, slender thigh?

Why with hot face, 

With paunched and uddered carcase, 

Sudden and greedily does she embrace,

Gulping away your soul, she lies so close, 

Fathering brats on you of her own race?

Yet is the fancy grosser than your lusts were gross?

19. DOWN, WANTON, DOWN!

Down, wanton, down! Have you no shame

That at the whisper of Love’s name,

Or Beauty’s, presto! up you raise

Your angry head and stand at gaze?

Poor bombard-captain, sworn to reach

The ravelin and effect a breach –

Indifferent what you storm or why,

So be that in the breach you die!

Love may be blind, but Love at least

Knows what is man and what mere beast;

Or Beauty wayward, but requires

More delicacy from her squires.

Tell me, my witless, whose one boast

Could be your staunchness at the post,

When were you made a man of parts

To think fine and profess the arts?

Will many-gifted Beauty come

Bowing to your bald rule of thumb,

Or Love swear loyalty to your crown?

Be gone, have done! Down, wanton, down!

20. NOBODY

Nobody, ancient mischief, nobody,

Harasses always with an absent body.

Nobody coming up the road, nobody,

Like a tall man in a dark cloak, nobody.

Nobody about the house, nobody,

Like children creeping up the stairs, nobody.

Nobody anywhere in the garden, nobody,

Like a young girl quiet with needlework, nobody.

Nobody coming, nobody, not yet here,

Incessantly welcomed by the wakeful ear.

Until this nobody shall consent to die

Under his curse must everyone lie –

The curse of his envy, of his grief and fright,

Of sudden rape and murder screamed in the night. 

21. TRUDGE BODY

Trudge, body, and climb, trudge and climb,

But not to stand again on any peak of time:

Trudge, body!

I’ll cool you, body, with a hot sun, that draws the sweat,

I’ll warm you, body, with ice-water, that stings the blood,

I’ll enrage you, body, with idleness, to do

And having done to sleep the long night through:

Trudge, body!

But in such cooling, warming, doing or sleeping,

No pause for satisfaction: henceforth you make address

Beyond heat to the heat, beyond cold to the cold,

Beyond enraged idleness to enraged idleness.

With no more hours of hope, and none of regret,

Before each sun may rise, you salute it for set:

Trudge, body!

22. THE CHALLENGE

In ancient days a glory swelled my thighs, 

And sat like fear between my shoulder-blades, 

And made the young hair bristle on my poll.

Sun was my crown, green grassflesh my estate, 

The wind a courtier, fanning at my cheek, 

And plunged I in the stream, its waters hissed.

Queens I had to try my glory on,

And glory-princes my queens bore to me.

Royally I swept off all caitiff crowns.

Were the queens whores? the princes parricides?

Or were the tumbled crowns again worn high?

No, I was king then, if kings ever were.

O cousin princes, glory is hard put by, 

And green grassflesh is lovely to a king. 

My hawks were lightning darted from my fist.

Time was my chronicler, my deeds age-new, 

And death no peril, nor decay of powers. 

Glory sat firmly in my body’s thrones.

Only, at midnight, rose another crown 

That drained the wholesome colour from my realm, 

That stilled the wind and froze the headlong stream.

I said: A challenge not to be endured,

A shadow clouding the sweet drunken hour

When with my queens in love I company.

I left the palace sleeping, I rode out,

I flew my hawk at that thin, mocking crown,

I emptied my full quiver at the sky.

Where went my hawk? He came not home again.

What ailed my horse? He cast me like a sack.

The crown moved ghostly off against the dawn.

And from that hour, though the sun burned as fierce, 

Though the wind brought me frequency of spice, 

Glory was gone, and numb was all my flesh.

Whose weakling is the vanquished of the Moon?

His own heart’s weakling: thievishly he longs

To diadem his head with stolen light.

The Moon’s the crown of no high-walled domain 

Conquerable by angry reach of pride:

Her icy lands welcome no soldiery.

Thus I was shamed, I wandered in the fields, 

I let my nails grow long and my hair long, 

Neglecting all the business of my day.

No lovely queen nor wisest minister

Could medicine mc out of my wretchedness:

The palace fell in ruins, the land smoked.

In my lost realm, if grass or flower yet grew, 

It sprouted from the shade of broken walls.

I threw the walls flat, crushing flower and grass.

At length in my distemper’s latest hour

I rose up shuddering, reckless to live

An idiot pawn of that inhuman power.

Over the mountain peak I watched her glide

And stood dumbfoundered by her reasoned look.

With answering reason my sick heart renewed.

So peace fell sudden, and in proof of peace 

There sat my flown hawk, hooded on my fist, 

And with my knees I gripped my truant horse.

Toward that most clear, unscorching light I spurred. 

Whiter and closer shone the increasing disc,

Until it filled the sky, scattering my gaze.

When I might see once more, the day had come 

And I was riding through gold harvest-fields, 

Toward a rebuilded city, and my home.

Here then in majesty I rule again,

And grassflesh pays me tribute as of old;

In wind and sun and stream my joys I take,

Bounded by white horizons beyond touch.

23. TO THE SOVEREIGN MUSE

Debating here one night we reckoned that

Between us we knew all the poets

Who bore that sacred name: none bore it clear,

Not one. Some we commended

For being all they might be in a day

To which poetry was a shrouded emblem,

And some we frowned upon for lawyers’ clerks

Drafting conveyances on moral sheepskin,

Or for pantomimists making parody

Of a magnificence they feared to acclaim.

This was to praise you, Sovereign muse,

And to your love our pride devote,

Who pluck the speech-thread from a jargon-tangled

Fleece of a thousand tongues, wills, voices,

To be a single speech, twisted fine;

Snapping it short like Fate then —‘Thus much, no more —‚

Thereafter, in acknowledgement of you

We might no longer feign and stutter

As poets of the passionate chance,

Nor claim the indulgence of the hour.

Our tongues must prompter be than those

That wagged with modish lamentation —

Or lost men, otherwise, and renegades

To our confession, maudlin-sane must die

Suicides on the stair of yesterday.

24. PARENT TO CHILDREN

When you grow up, are no more children, 

Nor am I then your parent:

The day of settlement falls.

‘Parent’, mortality’s reminder, 

In each son’s mouth or daughter’s 

A word of shame and rage!

I, who begot you, ask no pardon of you; 

Nor may the soldier ask

Pardon of the strewn dead.

The procreative act was blind:

It was not you I sired then –

For who sires friends, as you are mine now?

In fear begotten, I begot in fear.

Would you have had me cast fear out

So that you should not be?

25. A JEALOUS MAN

To be homeless is a pride 

To the jealous man prowling 

Hungry down the night lanes,

Who has no steel at his side, 

No drink hot in his mouth, 

But a mind dream-enlarged,

Who witnesses warfare, 

Man with woman, hugely 

Raging from hedge to hedge:

The raw knotted oak-club 

Clenched in the raw fist, 

The ivy-noose well flung,

The thronged din of battle, 

Gaspings of the throat-snared, 

Snores of the battered dying,

Tall corpses, braced together, 

Fallen in clammy furrows, 

Male and female,

Or, among haulms of nettle 

Humped, in noisome heaps, 

Male and female.

He glowers in the choked roadway 

Between twin churchyards, 

Like a turnip ghost.

(Here, the rain-worn headstone, 

There, the Celtic cross 

In rank white marble.)

This jealous man is smitten, 

His fear-jerked forehead

Sweats a fine musk;

A score of bats bewitched

By the ruttish odour

Swoop singing at his head;

Nuns bricked up alive

Within the neighbouring wall

Wail in cat-like longing.

Crow, cocks, crow loud,

Reprieve the doomed devil —

Has he not died enough?

Now, out of careless sleep, 

She wakes and greets him coldly, 

The woman at home,

She, with a private wonder

At shoes bemired and bloody —

His war was not hers.

26. LEDA

Heart, with what lonely fears you ached, 


How lecherously mused upon

That horror with which Leda quaked 


Under the spread wings of the swan.

Then soon your mad religious smile 


Made taut the belly, arched the breast,


And there beneath your god awhile



You strained and gulped your beastliest.

Pregnant you are, as Leda was,

Of bawdry, murder and deceit;

Perpetuating night because

The after-languors hang so sweet.

27. THE FLORIST ROSE

This wax-mannequin nude, the florist rose,

She of the long stem and too glossy leaf,

Is dead to honest greenfly and leaf-cutter:

Behind plate-glass watches the yellow fogs.

Claims kin with the robust male aeroplane

Whom eagles hate and phantoms of the air,

Who has no legend, as she breaks from legend —

From fellowship with sword and sail and crown.

Experiment’s flower, scentless (he its bird); 

Is dewed by the spray-gun; is tender-thorned;


Pouts, false-virginal, between bud and b1oom; 


Bought as a love-gift, droops within the day.

28. THE SUICIDE IN THE COPSE

The suicide , far from content,

Stared down at his own shattered skull:

Was this what he meant?

Had not his purpose been

To liberate himself from duns and dolts

By change of scene?

From somewhere came a roll of laughter:

He had looked so on his wedding-day,

And the day after.

There was nowhere at all to go,

And no diversion now but to peruse

What literature the winds might blow

Into the copse where his body lay:

A year-old sheet of sporting news,

A crumpled schoolboy essay.

29. DAWN BOMBARDMENT

Guns from the sea open against us:

The smoke rocks bodily in the casemate

And a yell of doom goes up.

We count and bless each new, heavy concussion –

Captives awaiting rescue.

Visiting angel of the wild-fire hair

Who in dream reassured us nightly

Where we lay fettered,

Laugh at us, as we wake – our faces

So tense with hope the tears run down.

30. THE MOON ENDS IN NIGHTMARE

I had once boasted my acquaintance

With the Moon’s phases: I had seen her, even,

Endure and emerge from full eclipse.

Yet as she stood in the West, that summer night,

The fireflies dipping insanely about me,

So that the foggy air quivered and winked

And the sure eye was cheated,

In horror I cried aloud: for the same Moon

Whom I had held a living power, though changeless,

Split open in my sight, a bright egg shell,

And a double-headed Nothing grinned

All-wisely from the gap.

At this I found my earth no more substantial

Than the lower air, or the upper,

And ran to plunge in the cool flowing creek,

My eyes and ears pressed under water.

And did I drown, leaving my corpse in mud?

Yet still the thing was so.

I crept to where my window beckoned warm

Between the white oak and the tulip tree

And rapped – but was denied, as who returns

After a one-hour-seeming century

To a house not his own.

31. TO SLEEP

The mind’s eye sees as the heart mirrors:

Loving in part, I did not see you whole,

Grew flesh-enraged that I could not conjure

A whole you to attend my fever-fit

In the doubtful hour between a night and day

And be Sleep that had kept so long away.

Of you sometimes a hand, a brooch, a shoe

Wavered beside me, unarticulated –

As the vexed insomniac dream-forges;

And the words I chose for your voice to speak

Echoed my own voice with its dry creak.

Now that I love you, now that I recall

All scattered elements of will that swooped

By night as jealous dreams through windows

To circle above the beds like bats,

Or as dawn-birds flew blindly at the panes

In curiosity rattling out their brains –

Now that I love you, as not before,

Now you can be and say, as not before:

The mind clears and the heart true-mirrors you

Where at my side an early watch you keep

And all self-bruising heads loll into sleep.

32. DESPITIE AND STILL

Have you not read

The words in my head,

And I made part

Of your own heart?

We have been such as draw

The losing straw —

You of your gentleness,

I of my rashness,

Both of despair —
Yet still might share

This happy will:

To love despite and still.

Never let us deny

The thing’s necessity,

But, 0, refuse

To choose

Where chance may seem to give

Loves in alternative.

33. THE DOOR

When she came suddenly in

It seemed the door could never close again,

Nor even did she close it — she, she —

The room lay open to a visiting sea

Which no door could restrain.

Yet when at last she smiled, tilting her head

To take her leave of me,

Where she had smiled, instead

There was a dark door closing endlessly,

The waves receded.

34. MID-WINTER WAKING

Stirring suddenly from long hibernation,

I knew myself once more a poet

Guarded by timeless principalities

Against the worm of death, this hillside haunting;

And presently dared open both my eyes.

O gracious, lofty, shone against from under,

Back-of-the-mind-far clouds like towers;

And you, sudden warm airs that blow

Before the expected season of new blossom,

While sheep still gnaw at roots and lambless go —

Be witness that on waking, this mid-winter,

I found her hand in mine laid closely

Who shall watch out the Spring with me.

We stared in silence all around us

But found no winter anywhere to see.

35. SHE TELLS HER LOVE WHILE HALF ASLEEP

She tells her love while half asleep, 


In the dark hours,

With half-words whispered low:

As Earth stirs in her winter sleep 


Arid puts out grass and flowers

Despite the snow,

Despite the falling snow.

36. THE OATH

The doubt and the passion 

Falling away from them, 


In that instant both

Take timely courage 

From the sky’s clearness 

To confirm an oath.

Her loves are his loves, 

His trust is her trust; 


Else all were grief
And they, lost ciphers 

On a yellowing page, 


Death overleaf.

Rumour of old battle 

Growls across the air; 


Then let it growl

With no more terror 


Than the creaking stair 


Or the calling owl.

She knows, as he knows, 

Of a faithful-always

And an always-dear 

By early emblems 

Prognosticated,

Fulfilled here.

37. RHEA

On her shut lids the lightning flickers,

Thunder explodes above her bed,

An inch from her lax arm the rain hisses;

Discrete she lies,

Not dead but entranced, dreamlessly

With slow breathing, her lips curved

In a half-smile archaic, her breast bare,

Hair astream.

The house rocks, a flood suddenly rising

Bears away bridges: oak and ash

are shivered to the roots – royal green timber.

She nothing cares.

(Divine Augustus, trembling at the storm,

Wrapped sealskin on his thumb… divine Gaius

Made haste to hide himself in a deep cellar,

Distraught by fear.)

Rain, thunder, lightning: pretty children.

‘Let them play,’ her mother-mind repeats…

‘They do no harm, unless from high spirits

Or by mishap.’

38. COUNTING THE BEATS

You, love, and I,

(He whispers) you and I

And if no more than only you and I

What care you or I?

Counting the beats,

Counting the slow heart beats,

The bleeding to death of time in slow heart beats,

Wakeful they lie.

Cloudless day,

Night, and a cloudless day,

Yet the huge storm will burst upon their heads one day

From a bitter sky.

Where shall we be,

(She whispers) where shall we be,

When death strikes home, O where then shall we be

Who were you and I?

Not there but here,

(He whispers) only here,

As we are, here, together, now and here,

Always you and I.

Counting the beats,

Counting the slow heart beats,

The bleeding to death of time in slow heart beats,

Wakeful they lie.

39. THE WHITE GODDESS

All saints revile her, and all sober men

Ruled by the God Apollo’s golden mean —

In scorn of which we sailed to find her

In distant regions likeliest to hold her

Whom we desired above all things to know,

Sister of the mirage and echo.

It was a virtue not to stay,

To go our headstrong and heroic way

Seeking her out at the volcano’s head,

Among pack ice, or where the track had faded

Beyond the cavern of the seven sleepers:

Whose broad high brow was white as any leper’s,

Whose eyes were blue, with rowan-berry lips,

With hair curled honey-coloured to white hips.

Green sap of Spring in the young wood a-stir

Will celebrate the Mountain Mother,

And every song-bird shout awhile for her;

But we are gifted, even in November

Rawest of seasons, with so huge a sense

Of her nakedly worn magnificence

We forget cruelty and past betrayal,

Heedless of where the next bright bolt may fall.

40. TO JUAN AT THE WINTER SOLSTICE

There is one story and one story only

That will prove worth your telling,

Whether as learned bard or gifted child;

To it al lines or lesser gauds belong

That startle with their shining

Such common stories as they stray into.

Is it of trees you tell, their months and virtues,

Or strange beasts that beset you,

Of birds that croak at you the Triple will?

Or of the Zodiac and how slow it turns

Below the Boreal Crown,

Prison of all true kings that ever reigned?

Water to water, ark again to ark,

From woman back to woman:

So each new victim treads unfalteringly

The never altered circuit of his fate,

Bringing twelve peers as witness

Both to his starry rise and starry fall.

Or is it of the Virgin’s silver beauty,

All fish below the thights?

She in her left hand bears a leafy quince;

When with her right she crooks a finger, smiling,

How may the King hold back?

Royally then he barters life for love.

Or of the undying snake from chaos hatched, 

Whose coils contain the ocean,

Into whose chops with naked sword he springs,

Then in black water, tangled by the reeds,

Battles three days and nights,

To be spewed up beside her scalloped shore?

Much snow is falling, winds roar hollowly,

The owl hoots from the elder,

Fear in your heart cries to the loving-cup:

Sorrow to sorrow as the sparks fly upward.

The log groans and confesses:

There is one story and one story only.

Dwell on her graciousness, dwell on her smiling,

Do not forget what flowers

The great boar trampled down in ivy time.

Her brow was creamy as the crested wave,

Her sea-grey eyes were wild

But nothing promised that is not performed.

41. RETURN OF THE GODDESS

Under your Milky Way


And slow-revolving Bear

Frogs from the alder thicket pray

In terror of your judgement day,


Loud with repentance there.

The log they crowned as king


Grew sodden, lurched and sank;

An owl floats by on silent wing

Dark water bubbles from the spring;


They invoke you from each bank.

At dawn you shall appear,


A gaunt red-legged crane,

You whom they know too well for fear,

Lunging your beak down like a spear


To fetch them home again.

Sufficiunt

Tecum,

Caryatis,

Domnia

Quina.

42. IN HER PRAISE

This they know well: the Goddess yet abides.

Though each new lovely woman whom she rides,

Straddling her neck a year or two or three,

Should sink beneath such weight of majesty

And, groping back to humankind, gainsay

The headlong power that whitened all her way

With a broad track of trefoil – leaving you,

Her chosen lover, ever again thrust through

With daggers, your purse rifled, your rings gone –

Nevertheless they call you to live on

To parley with the pure, oracular dead,

To hear the wild pack whimpering overhead,

To watch the moon tugging at her cold tides. 

Woman is mortal woman. She abides.

43. DARIEN

It is a poet’s privilege and fate

To fall enamoured of the one Muse

Who variously haunts this island earth.

She was your mother, Darien,

And presaged by the darting halcyon bird

Would run green-sleeved along her ridges,

Treading the asphodels and heather-trees

With white feet bare.

Often at moonrise I had watched her go,

And a cold shudder shook me

To see the curved blaze of her Cretan axe.

Averted her set face, her business

Not yet with me, long-striding,

She would ascend the peak and pass from sight.

But once at full moon, by the sea’s verge,

I came upon her without warning.

Unrayed she stood, with long hair streaming, 

A cockle-shell cupped in her warm hands, 

Her axe propped idly on a stone.


No awe possessed me, only a great grief;

Wanly she smiled, but would not lift her eyes

(As a young girl will greet the stranger).

I stood upright, a head taller than she.

‘See who has come,’ said I.

She answered: ‘If I lift my eyes to yours

And our eyes marry, man, what then?

Will they engender my son Darien?

Swifter than wind, with straight and nut-brown hair,

Tall, slender-shanked, grey-eyed, untameable;

Never was born, nor ever will be born

A child to equal my son Darien,

Guardian of the hid treasures of your world.’

I knew then by the trembling of her hands

For whom that flawless blade would sweep:

My own oracular head, swung by its hair.

‘Mistress,’ I cried, ‘the times are evil

And you have charged me with their remedy.

O, where my head is now, let nothing be

But a clay counterfeit with nacre blink:

Only look up, so Darien may be born!

‘He is the northern star’ the spell of knowledge,

Pride of all hunters and all fishermen’

Your deathless fawn, an eaglet of your eyrie,

The topmost branch of your unfellable tree’

A tear streaking the summer night’

The new green of my hope.’


Lifting her eyes,

She held mine for a lost eternity.

‘Sweetheart,’ said I ‘strike now, for Darien’s sake!’

44. WITH  HER LIPS ONLY

This honest wife, challenged at dusk

At the garden gate, under the moon perhaps,

In scent of honeysuckle, dared to deny

Love to an urgent lover: with her lips only,

Not with her heart. It was no assignation;

Taken aback, what could she say else?

For the children’s sake, the lie was venial;

‘For the children’s sake’, she argued with her conscience.

Yet a mortal lie must follow before dawn:

Challenged as usual in her own bed,

She protests love to an urgent husband,

Not with her heart but with her lips only;

‘For the children’s sake’, she argues with her conscience,

‘For the children’ – turning suddenly cold towards them.

45. A SLICE OF WEDDING CAKE

Why have such scores of lovely, gifted girls

Married impossible men?

Simple self-sacrifice may be ruled out,

And missionary endeavour, nine times out of ten.

Repeat ‘impossible men’: not merely rustic,

Foul-tempered or depraved

(Dramatic foils chosen to show the world

How well women behave, and always have behaved).

Impossible men: idle, illiterate,

Self-pitying, dirty, sly, 

For whose appearance even in City parks

Excuses must be made to casual passers-by.

Has God’s supply of tolerable husbands 

Fallen, in fact, so low?

Or do I always over-value woman

At the expense of man?

Do I?

It might be so.

46. CALL IT A GOOD MARRIAGE

Call it a good marriage –

For no one ever questioned 

Her warmth, his masculinity,

Their interlocking views;

Except one stray graphologist

Who frowned in speculation

At her h’s and her s’s,

His p’s and w’s.

Though few would still subscribe

To the monogamic axiom

That strife below the hip-bones

need not estrange the heart,

Call it a good marriage:

More drew those two together,

Despite a lack of children,

Than pulled them apart.

They never fought in public,

They acted circumspectly

and faced the world with pride;

Thus the hazards of their love-bed

Were none of our damned business –

Till as jurymen we sat upon 

Two deaths by suicide.

47. SYMPTOMS OF LOVE

Love is a universal migraine,

A bright stain on the vision

Blotting out reason.

Symptoms of true love

Are leanness, jealousy,

Laggard dawns;

Are omens and nightmares –

Listening for a knock,

Waiting for a sign:

For a touch of her fingers

In a darkened room,

For a searching look.

Take courage, lover!

Could you endure such grief

At any hand but hers?

48. TROUGHS OF SEA

‘Do you delude yourself?’ a neighbour asks,

Dismayed by my abstraction.

But though love cannot question love

Nor need deny its need,

Pity the man who finds a rebel heart

Under his breastbone drumming

Which reason warns him he should drown

In midnight wastes of sea.

Now as he stalks between tormented pines

(The moon in her last quarted)

A lissom spectre glides ahead

And utters not a word.

Waves tasselled with dark weed come rearing up

Like castle walls, disclosing

Deep in their troughs a ribbed sea-floor

To break his bones upon. 

–  Clasp both your hands under my naked foot

And press hard, as I taught you:

A trick to mitigate the pangs

Either of birth or love.

49.  THE PORTRAIT

She speaks always in her own voice

Even to strangers; but those other women

Exercise their borrowed, or false, voices

Even on sons and daughters.

She can walk invisibly at noon

Along the high road; but those other women

Gleam phosphorescent – broad hips and gross fingers –

Down every lampless alley.

She is wild and innocent, pledged to love

Through all disaster; but those other women

Decry her for a witch or a common drab

And glare back when she greets them.

Here is her portrait, gazing sidelong at me,

The hair in disarray, the young eyes pleading:

‘And you, love? As unlike those other men

As I those other women?’

50. UNDER THE OLIVES

We never would have loved had love not struck

Swifter than reason, and despite reason:

Under the olives, our hands interlocked,

We both fell silent:

Each listened for the other’s answering

Sigh of unreasonableness –

Innocent, gentle, bold, enduring, proud.

51. WOMAN AND TREE

To love one woman, or to sit

Always beneath the same tall tree, 

Argues a certain lack of wit

Two steps from imbecility.

A poet, therefore, sworn to feed

On every food the senses know,

Will claim the inexorable need

To be Don Juan Tenorio.

Yet if, miraculously enough,

(And why set miracles apart?)

Woman and tree prove of a stuff

Wholly to glamour his wild heart?

And if such visions from the void

As shone in fever there, or there,

Assemble, hold and are enjoyed

On climbing one familiar stair…?

To change and chance he took a vow,

As he thought fitting. None the less,

What of a phoenix on the bough,

Or a sole woman’s fatefulness?

52. LION LOVER

You chose a lion to be your lover –

Me, who in joy such doom greeting

Dared jealously undertake

Cruel ordeals long foreseen and known,

Springing a trap baited with flesh: my own.

Nor would I now exchange this lion heart

For a less furious other,

Though by the moon possessed

I gnaw at dry bones in a lost lair

And, when clouds cover her, roar my despair.

Gratitude and affection I disdain

As cheap in any market:

Your naked feet upon my scarred shoulders,

Your eyes naked with love,

Are all the gifts my beasthood can approve.

53. IBICUS IN SAMOS

The women of Samos are lost in love for me:

Nag at their men, neglect their looms,

And send me secret missives, to my sorrow.

I am the poet Ibycus, known by the cranes,

Each slender Samian offers herself moon-blanched

As my only bride, my heart’s belovèd;

And when I return a clam salute, no more,

Or a brotherly kiss, will heap curses upon me:

Do I despise her warm myrrh-scented bosom?

She whom I honour has turned her face away

A whole year now, and in pride more than royal

Lacerates my heart and hers as one.

Wherever I wander in this day-long fever,

Sprigs of the olive-trees are touched with fire

And stones twinkle along my devious path.

Who here can blame me if I alone am poet,

If none other has dared to accept the fate

Of death and again death in the Muse’s house?

Or who can blame me if my hair crackles

Like thorns under a pot, if my eyes flash

As it were sheets of summer lightning?

54. BEWARE, MADAM!

Beware, madam, of the witty devil,

The arch intriguer who walks disguised

In a poet’s cloak, his gay tongue oozing evil.

Would you be a Muse? He will so declare you,

Pledging his blind allegiance,

Yet remain secret and uncommitted.

Poets are men: are single-hearted lovers

Who adore and trust beyond all reason,

Who die honourably at the gates of hell.

The Muse alone is licensed to do murder

And to betray: weeping with honest tears

She thrones each victim in her paradise.

But from this Muse the devil borrows an art

That ill becomes a man. Beware, madam:

He plots to strip you bare of woman-pride.

He is capable of seducing your twin-sister

On the same pillow, and neither she nor you

Will suspect the act, so close a glamour he sheds.

Alas, being honourably single-hearted,

You adore and trust beyond all reason,

Being no more a Muse than he a poet.

55. A LAST POEM

A Last poem, and a very last, and yet another –

O, when can I give over?

Must I drive the pen until blood bursts from my nails

And my breath fails and I shake with fever,

Or sit well wrapped in a many-coloured cloak

Where the moon shines new through Castle Crystal?

Shall I never hear her whisper softly:

‘But this is truth written by you only,

And for me only; therefore, love, have done’?

56. NOT TO SLEEP

Not to sleep all the night long, for pure joy,

Counting no sheep and careless of chimes,

Welcoming the dawn confabulation

Of birds, her children, who discuss idly

Fanciful details of the promised coming –

Will she be wearing red, or russet, or blue,

Or pure white? – whatever she wears, glorious:

Not to sleep all the night long, for pure joy,

This is given to few but at last to me,

So that when I laugh and stretch and leap from bed 

I shall glide downstairs, my feet brushing the carpet

In courtesy to civilized progression,

Though, did I wish, I could soar through the open window

And perch on a branch above, acceptable ally

Of the birds still alert, grumbling gently together.

57. SONG: THOUGH ONCE TRUE LOVERS

Though once true lovers, 

We are less than friends.

What woman ever 

So ill-used her man?

That I played false

Not even she pretends:

May God forgive her,

For, alas, I can.

58. HOW IT STARTED

It started, unexpectedly of course,

At a wild midnight dance, in my own garden,

To which indeed I was not invited:

I read: ‘Teen-agers only.’

In the circumstances I stayed away

Until you fetched me out on the tiled floor

Where, acting as an honorary teen-ager,

I kicked off both my shoes.

Since girls like you must set the stage always,

With lonely men for choreographers,

I chose the step, I even called the tune;

And we both danced entranced.

Here the narrator pauses circumspectly,

Knowing me not unpassionate by nature

And the situation far from normal:

Two apple-seeds had sprouted.…

Recordable history began again

With you no longer in your late teens

And me socially (once more) my age –

Yet that was where it started.

59. SONG: TWINNED HEART

Challenged once more to reunite,

Perfect in every limb

But screened against the intrusive light

By ghosts and cherubim,

I call your beauty to my bed,

My pride you call to yours

Though clouds run maniac overhead

And cruel rain down pours,

With both of us prepared to wake

Each in a bed apart,

True to a spell no power can break:

The beat of a twinned heart.

60. AGE GAP

My grandfather, who blessed me as a child

Shortly before the Diamond Jubilee,

Was born close to the date of Badajoz

And I have grandchildren well past your age –

One married, with a child, expecting more.

How prudently you chose to be a girl

And I to be a boy! Contrary options

Would have denied us this idyllic friendship –

Boys never fall in love with great-grandmothers.

61. THE SCARED CHILD

It is seven years now that we first loved –

Since you were still a scared and difficult child

Confessing less than love prompted,

Yet one night coaxed me into bed

With a gentle kiss

And there blew out the candle.

Had you then given what your tongue promised,

Making no fresh excuses

And never again punished your true self

With the acceptance of my heart only,

Not of my body, nor offered your caresses

To brisk and casual strangers –

How would you stand now? Not in love’s full glory

That jewels your fingers immemorially

And brines your eyes with bright prophetic tears.

62. TRUE MAGIC

Love, there have necessarily been others

When we are forced apart

Into far-off continents and island

Either to sleep alone with an aching heart

Or admit casual lovers…

Is the choice murderous? Seven years have passed

Yet each remains the other’s perfect love

And must continue suffering to the last…

Can continence claim virtue in preserving

An oath hurtful and gruelling?

Patience! No firm alternative can be found

To absolute love; we therefore plead for none

And are poets, thriving all hours upon true magic

Distilled from poetry – such love being sacred

And its breach wholly beyond absolution.
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