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PART ONE 
 
 
Stephen Crane (1871-1900) 
From The Black Riders and Other Lines, 1895 
 
XLIV 
I WAS IN THE DARKNESS; 
I COULD NOT SEE MY WORDS 
NOR THE WISHES OF MY HEART. 
THEN SUDDENLY THERE WAS A GREAT LIGHT –– 
 
“LET ME INTO THE DARKNESS AGAIN.” 
 
 
T. S. Eliot, from Tradition and the Individual Talent  
 
Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation is directed not upon the poet but 
upon the poetry. If we attend to the confused cries of the newspaper critics 
and the susurrus of popular repetition that follows, we shall hear the names 
of poets in great numbers; if we seek not Blue-book knowledge but the 
enjoyment of poetry, and ask for a poem, we shall seldom find it. In the last 
article I tried to point out the importance of the relation of the poem to other 
poems by other authors, and suggested the conception of poetry as a living 
whole of all the poetry that has ever been written. The other aspect of this 
Impersonal theory of poetry is the relation of the poem to its author. 
(1919, 1920) 
 
Theoretical Premises 
 
Textual analysis. The literariness of the literary text. Formalism. Jakobson: 
Linguistics and poetics. Verbal messages and works of art. Speech event and 
the model of verbal communication. Constitutive factors and linguistic 
functions. The Message and the poetic function. The principle of 
equivalence. Selection and combination. Estrangement. Formalism, Practical 
Criticism, New Criticism. How to Read a Poem: close reading, the 
temporary erasure of the author, and the dismantling of the text. Intentional  

 
fallacy and affective fallacy. Incarnational fallacy. Form and the temporary 
oblivion of contents. Structure and the re-emergence of contents. 
 
 
William Blake (1757-1827) 
Introduction to Songs of Innocence 
 
Piping down the valleys wild, 
Piping songs of pleasant glee, 
On a cloud I saw a child, 
And he laughing said to me: 
 
“Pipe a song about a lamb!” 
So I piped with merry cheer. 
“Piper, pipe that song again.” 
So I piped: he wept to hear. 
 
“Drop thy pipe, thy happy pipe; 
Sing thy songs of happy cheer.” 
So I sung the same again, 
While he wept with joy to hear. 
 
“Piper, sit thee down and write 
In a book, that all may read.” 
So he vanished from my sight, 
And I plucked a hollow reed, 
 
And I made a rural pen, 
And I stained the water clear, 
And I wrote my happy songs 
Every child may joy to hear. 
(1789) 
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Illustrative Readings 
 
Robert Frost (1874-1963) 
Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening 
 
Whose woods these are I think I know. 
His house is in the village though; 
He cannot 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. 
(1923) 
 
 
The poet about his poem and his critics: The author’s intention – 
Intentional fallacy – Textual explication and the “ulterior meaning” – 
Explication and interpretation 
 
“[ Critics] turn sleep into death – that’s too easy – you can go to sleep 
without dying …someone has been calling it a death poem, but it isn’t 
strictly a death poem, is it? not strictly a death poem … There’s a moment in 
which a poem reaches the point of special meaning, the ulterior meaning … 
And what was I thinking about? the next thing beyond, the ulterior thing? I 
won’t tell you!” (Robert Frost on Stopping by Woods, 1959) 

 
 
Edward Thomas (1878-1917) 
Fifty Faggots 
 
There they stand, on their ends, the fifty faggots 
That once were underwood of hazel and ash 
In Jenny Pink’s copse. Now, by the hedge 
Close packed, they make a thicket fancy alone 
Can creep through with the mouse and wren. Next spring 
A blackbird or a robin will nest there, 
Accustomed to them, thinking they will remain 
Whatever is for ever to a bird: 
This Spring it is too late; the swift has come. 
’Twas a hot day for carrying them up: 
Better they will never warm me, though they must 
Light several Winters’ fires. Before they are done 
The war will have ended, many other things 
Have ended, maybe, that I can no more 
Foresee or more control than robin and wren. 
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William Wordsworth (1770-1850) 
The Solitary Reaper 
 
Behold her, single in the field, 
Yon solitary Highland lass! 
Reaping and singing by herself; 
Stop here, or gently pass! 
Alone she cuts and binds the grain, 
And sings a melancholy strain; 
O listen! for the vale profound 
Is overflowing with the sound. 
 
No nightingale did ever chant 
More welcome notes to weary bands 
Of travelers in some shady haunt, 
Among Arabian sands; 
A voice so thrilling ne’er heard 
In springtime from the cuckoo-bird, 
Breaking the silence of the seas 
Among the farthest Hebrides. 
 
Will no one tell me what she sings? – 
Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow 
For old, unhappy, far-off things, 
And battles long ago; 
Or is it some more humble lay, 
Familiar matter of today? 
Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain, 
That has been, and may be again? 
 

Whate’er the theme, the maiden sang 
As if her song could have no ending; 
I saw her singing at her work, 
And o’er the sickle bending; 
I listened, motionless and still; 
And, as I mounted up the hill, 
The music in my heart I bore, 
Long after it was heard no more. 
(1805, 1807) 
 
 
 
Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–1889) 
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.  
(1877, 1918) 
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T. S. Eliot (1888-1965) 
Essays 
 
To proceed to a more intelligible exposition of the relation of the poet to the 
past: he can neither take the past as a lump, an indiscriminate bolus, nor can 
he form himself wholly on one or two private admirations, nor can he form 
himself wholly upon one preferred period. The first course is inadmissible, 
the second is an important experience of youth, and the third is a pleasant 
and highly desirable supplement. The poet must be very conscious of the 
main current, which does not at all flow invariably through the most 
distinguished reputations. He must be quite aware of the obvious fact that art 
never improves, but that the material of art is never quite the same. He must 
be aware that the mind of Europe—the mind of his own country—a mind 
which he learns in time to be much more important than his own private 
mind—is a mind which changes, and that this change is a development 
which abandons nothing en route, which does not superannuate either 
Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock drawing of the Magdalenian 
draughtsmen. That this development, refinement perhaps, complication 
certainly, is not, from the point of view of the artist, any improvement. 
Perhaps not even an improvement from the point of view of the psychologist 
or not to the extent which we imagine; perhaps only in the end based upon a 
complication in economics and machinery. But the difference between the 
present and the past is that the conscious present is an awareness of the past 
in a way and to an extent which the past’s awareness of itself cannot show. 
[…] 
Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation is directed not upon the poet but 
upon the poetry. If we attend to the confused cries of the newspaper critics 
and the susurrus of popular repetition that follows, we shall hear the names 
of poets in great numbers; if we seek not Blue-book knowledge but the 
enjoyment of poetry, and ask for a poem, we shall seldom find it. In the last 
article I tried to point out the importance of the relation of the poem to other 
poems by other authors, and suggested the conception of poetry as a living 
whole of all the poetry that has ever been written. The other aspect of this 
Impersonal theory of poetry is the relation of the poem to its author. 
[…] 
It is not in his personal emotions, the emotions provoked by particular 
events in his life, that the poet is in any way remarkable or interesting. His 

particular emotions may be simple, or crude, or flat. The emotion in his 
poetry will be a very complex thing, but not with the complexity of the 
emotions of people who have very complex or unusual emotions in life. One 
error, in fact, of eccentricity in poetry is to seek for new human emotions to 
express; and in this search for novelty in the wrong place it discovers the 
perverse. The business of the poet is not to find new emotions, but to use the 
ordinary ones and, in working them up into poetry, to express feelings which 
are not in actual emotions at all. And emotions which he has never 
experienced will serve his turn as well as those familiar to him. 
Consequently, we must believe that “emotion recollected in tranquility” is an 
inexact formula. For it is neither emotion, nor recollection, nor, without 
distortion of meaning, tranquility. It is a concentration, and a new thing 
resulting from the concentration, of a very great number of experiences 
which to the practical and active person would not seem to be experiences at 
all; it is a concentration which does not happen consciously or of 
deliberation. These experiences are not “recollected,” and they finally unite 
in an atmosphere which is “tranquil” only in that it is a passive attending 
upon the event. Of course this is not quite the whole story. There is a great 
deal, in the writing of poetry, which must be conscious and deliberate. In 
fact, the bad poet is usually unconscious where he ought to be conscious, 
and conscious where he ought to be unconscious. Both errors tend to make 
him “personal.” Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from 
emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from 
personality. But, of course, only those who have personality and emotions 
know what it means to want to escape from these things. 
(From Tradition and the Individual Talent, 1919, 1920) 
 
 
William Wordsworth (1770-1850) 
 

[T]he poems in these volumes [Lyrical Ballads] will be found 
distinguished at least by one mark of difference – that each of them has a 
worthy purpose. Not that I mean to say that I always began to write with a 
distinct purpose formally conceived, but I believe that my habits of 
meditation have so formed my feelings, as that my descriptions of such 
objects as strongly excite those feelings will be found to carry along with 
them a purpose. If in this opinion I am mistaken, I can have little right to the  
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name of a poet; for all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful 
feelings. But though this be true, poems to which any value can be attached 
were never produced on any variety of subjects but by a man who, being 
possessed of more than usual organic [i.e., innate, inherent] sensibility, had 
also thought long and deeply. For our continued influxes of feeling are 
modified and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed the representatives 
of all our past feelings. And, as by contemplating the relation of these 
general representatives to each other we discover what is really important to 
men, so, by the repetition and continuance of this act, our feelings will be 
connected with important subjects. Till at length (if we be originally 
possessed of much sensibility) such habits of mind will be produced that, by 
obeying blindly and mechanically the impulses of those habits, we shall 
describe objects and utter sentiments of such a nature, and in such 
connection with each other, that the understanding of the being to whom we 
address ourselves – if he be in a healthful state of association – must 
necessarily be in some degree enlightened, and his affections ameliorated. 
[…] 

I have said that Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful 
feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquility: the 
emotion is contemplated till by a species of reaction the tranquility gradually 
disappears, and an emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of 
contemplation, is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the 
mind. In this mood successful composition generally begins, and in a mood 
similar to this it is carried on; but the emotion, of whatever kind and in 
whatever degree, from various causes is qualified by various pleasures, so 
that in describing any passions whatsoever, which are voluntarily described, 
the mind will upon the whole be in a state of enjoyment. Now, if Nature be 
thus cautious in preserving in a state of enjoyment a being thus employed, 
the Poet ought to profit by the lesson thus held forth to him, and ought 
especially to take care, that whatever passions he communicates to his 
Reader, those passions, if his Reader’s mind be sound and vigorous, should 
always be accompanied with an overbalance of pleasure. 
(From Preface to Lyrical Ballads, 1800, 1802) 

 
T. S. Eliot (1888-1965) 
Essays 
 
The poets in question [Metaphysical poets] have, like other poets, various 
faults. But they were, at best, engaged in the task of trying to find verbal 
equivalents for states of mind and feeling. And this means both that they are 
more mature, and that they wear better, than later poets of certainly not less 
literary ability. 

It is not a permanent necessity that poets should be interested in 
philosophy, or in any other subject. We can only say that it appears likely 
that poets in our civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult. Our 
civilization comprehends  great variety and complexity, and this variety and 
complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and 
complex results. The poet must become more and more comprehensive, 
more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, 
language into his meaning. 
(From The Metaphysical Poets, 1921) 
 
 
The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an 
“objective correlative”; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain 
of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that 
when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are 
given, the emotion is immediately evoked. If you examine any of 
Shakespeare’s more successful tragedies, you will find this exact 
equivalence.  
(From Hamlet and His Problems, 1919) 
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T. S. Eliot (1888-1965) 
From The Waste Land 
 

 
 

FOR EZRA POUND 
il miglior fabbro 

 
1. The Burial of the Dead 

 
April is the cruellest month, breeding  

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing  
Memory and desire, stirring  
Dull roots with spring rain.  
Winter kept us warm, covering 
Earth in forgetful snow, feeding  
A little life with dried tubers.  
Summer surprised us, coming over the Starnbergersee  
With a shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade,  
And went on in sunlight, into the Hofgarten,  
And drank coffee, and talked for an hour.  
Bin gar keine Russin, stamm’ aus Litauen, echt deutsch.  
And when we were children, staying at the archduke’s,  
My cousin’s, he took me out on a sled,  
And I was frightened. He said, Marie, 
Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.  
In the mountains, there you feel free.  
I read, much of the night, and go south in the winter. 
 

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow  
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man, 
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only  
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,  
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,  
And the dry stone no sound of water.  
 

(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),  
And I will show you something different from either  
Your shadow at morning striding behind you  
Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;  
I will show you fear in a handful of dust. 

Frisch weht der Wind  
Der Heimat zu.  
Mein Irisch Kind,  
Wo weilest du?  

‘You gave me hyacinths first a year ago; 
‘They called me the hyacinth girl.’  
—Yet when we came back, late, from the Hyacinth garden,  
Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not  
Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither  
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing, 
Looking into the heart of light, the silence.  
Oed’ und leer das Meer. 

[…] 
Unreal City, 

Under the brown fog of a winter dawn, 
A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,  
I had not thought death had undone so many. 
Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled, 
And each man fixed his eyes before his feet. 
Flowed up the hill and down King William Street,  
To where Saint Mary Woolnoth kept the hours  
With a dead sound on the final stroke of nine.  
There I saw one I knew, and stopped him, crying ‘Stetson!  
‘You who were with me in the ships at Mylae! 
‘That corpse you planted last year in your garden,  
‘Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year?  
‘Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed?  
‘Oh keep the Dog far hence, that’s friend to men,  
‘Or with his nails he’ll dig it up again! 
‘You! hypocrite lecteur!—mon semblable,—mon frère!’ 
(1921, 1922). 
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D. H. Lawrence (1885-1930) 
From “Introduction” to Harry Crosby’s Chariot of the Sun 
 
Poetry, they say, is a matter of words. And this is true, just as much as 
pictures are a matter of paint, and frescoes a matter of water and colour-
wash. But it is such a long way from being the whole truth, that it is slightly 
silly if uttered sententiously.  

Poetry is a matter of words. Poetry is a stringing together of words 
into a ripple and jingle and a run of colours. Poetry is an interplay of images. 
Poetry is the iridescent suggestion of an idea. Poetry is all these things, and 
still it is something else. Given all these ingredients, you have something 
very like to poetry, something for which we might borrow the old romantic 
name of poesy. And poesy, like bric-a-brac, will forever be in fashion. But 
poetry is still another thing.  

The essential quality of poetry is that it makes a new effort of 
attention, and ‘discovers’ a new world within the known world. Man, and 
the animals, and the flower, all live within a strange and forever surging 
chaos. The chaos which we have got used to, we call a cosmos. The 
unspeakable inner chaos of which we are composed we call consciousness, 
and mind, and even civilization. But it is, ultimately, chaos, lit up by visions. 
Just as the rainbow may or may not light up the storm. And, like the 
rainbow, the vision perisheth.  

But man cannot live in chaos. The animals can. To the animal, all is 
chaos, only there are a few recurring motions and aspects within the surge. 
And the animal is content. But man is not. Man must wrap himself in a 
vision, make a house of apparent form and stability, fixity. In his terror of 
chaos, he begins by putting up an umbrella between himself and the 
everlasting chaos. Then he paints the underside of his umbrella like a 
firmament. Then he parades around, lives, and dies under his umbrella. 
Bequeathed to his descendants, the umbrella becomes a dome, a vault, and 
men at last begin to feel that something is wrong. 

Man fixes some wonderful erection of his own between himself and 
the wild chaos, and gradually goes bleached and stifled under his parasol. 
Then comes a poet, enemy of convention, and makes a slit in the umbrella; 
and lo! the glimpse of chaos is a vision, a window to the sun. But after a 
while, getting used to the vision, and not liking the genuine draught from 
chaos, commonplace man daubs a simulacrum of the window that opens 

onto chaos, and patches the umbrella with the painted patch of the 
simulacrum. That is, he has got used to the vision, it is part of his house-
decoration. So that the umbrella at last looks like a glowing open firmament, 
of many aspects. But alas, it is all simulacrum, in innumerable patches. 
Homer and Keats, annotated and with glossary.  

This is the history of poetry in our era. Someone sees Titans in the 
wild air of chaos, and the Titan becomes a wall between succeeding 
generations and the chaos they should have inherited. The wild sky moved 
and sang. Even that becomes a great umbrella between mankind and the sky 
of fresh air; then it becomes a painted vault, a fresco on a vault roof, under 
which men bleach and go dissatisfied. Till another poet makes a slit onto the 
open and windy chaos.  

But at last our roof deceives us no more. It is painted plaster, and all 
the skill of all the human ages won’t take us in. Dante or Leonardo, 
Beethoven or Whitman: lo! it is painted on the plaster of our vault. Like St. 
Francis preaching to the birds of Assisi. Wonderfully like air and birdy space 
and chaos of many things – partly because the fresco is faded. But, even so, 
we are glad to get out of that church, and into the natural chaos.  

This is the momentous crisis for mankind, when we have to get back 
to chaos. So long as the umbrella serves, and poets make slits in it, and the 
mass of people can be gradually educated up to the vision in the slit: which 
means they patch it over with a patch that looks just like the vision in the 
slit; so long as this process can continue, and mankind can be educated up, 
and thus built in, so long will a civilization continue more or less happily, 
completing its own painted prison. It is called completing the consciousness.  

The joy men had when Wordsworth, for example, made a slit and 
saw a primrose! Till then men had only seen a primrose dimly, in the 
shadow of the umbrella. They saw it through Wordsworth in the full gleam 
of chaos. Since then, gradually, we have come to see primavera nothing but 
primrose. Which means we have patched over the slit.  

And the greater joy when Shakespeare made a big rent and saw 
emotional wistful man outside in the chaos, beyond the conventional idea 
and painted umbrella of moral images and iron-bound paladins, which had 
been put up in the Middle Ages. But now, alas, the roof of our vault is 
simply painted dense with Hamlets and Macbeths, the side walls too, and the 
order is fixed and complete. Man can’t be any different from his image. 
Chaos is all shut out.  
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The umbrella has got so big, the patches and plaster are so tight and 
hard, it can be slit no more. If it were slit the rent would no more be a vision, 
it would only be an outrage. We should dab it over at once, to match the rest.  

So the umbrella is absolute. And so the yearning for chaos becomes 
a nostalgia. And this will go on till some terrific wind blows the umbrella to 
ribbons, and much of mankind to oblivion. The rest will shiver in the midst 
of chaos. For chaos is always there, and always will be, no matter how we 
put up umbrellas of vision. 

What about the poets, then, at this juncture? 
They reveal the inward desire of mankind. What do they reveal? – 

They show the desire for chaos, and the fear of chaos. The desire for chaos is 
the breath of their poetry. The fear of chaos is in their parade of forms and 
technique. Poetry is made of words! they say. So they blow bubbles of 
sound and image which soon burst with the breath of longing for chaos, 
which fills them. But the poetasters can make pretty shiny bubbles for the 
Christmas tree, which never burst, because there is no breath of poetry in 
them, but they remain till we drop of them. 
(Scandicci, May 1, 1928) 
 
 
Robert Frost (1874-1963) 
 
It should be of the pleasure of a poem itself to tell how it can. The figure a 
poem makes. It begins in delight and ends in wisdom. The figure is the same 
as for love. No one can really hold that the ecstasy should be static and stand 
still in one place. It begins in delight, it inclines to the impulse, it assumes 
direction with the first line laid down, it runs a course of lucky events, and 
ends in a clarification of life – not necessarily a great clarification, such as 
sects and cults are founded on, but in a momentary stay against confusion. It 
has denouement. It has an outcome that though unforeseen was predestined 
from the first image of the original mood-and indeed from the very mood. It 
is but a trick poem and no poem at all if the best of it was thought of first 
and saved for the last. It finds its own name as it goes and discovers the best 
waiting for it in some final phrase at once wise and sad – the happy-sad 
blend of the drinking song. 
(From The Figure a Poem Makes, 1939) 
 

 
William Carlos Williams (1883-1963) 
 
Stop a minute to emphasize our own position: It is not that of Mr. Eliot. We 
are making a modern bolus: That is our somewhat undistinguished burden; 
profusion, as, we must add in all fairness, against his distinction. His is a few 
poems beautifully phrased – in his longest effort thirty-five quotations in 
seven languages. We, let us say, are the Sermons of Lancelot Andrewes 
from which (in time) some selector will pluck one phrase. Or say, the 
Upanishad that will contribute a single word! There are summative geniuses 
like that – they shine. We must value them – the extractors of genius – for 
what they do: extract. But they are there; we are here. It is not possible for us 
to imitate them. We are in a different phase – a new language – we are 
making the mass in which some other later Eliot will dig. We must see our 
opportunity and increase the hoard others will find to use. We must find our 
pride in that. We must have the pride, the humility and the thrill in the 
making. […]  

The clearness we must have is first the clarity of knowing what we 
are doing—what we may do: Make anew – a reexamination of the means – 
on a fresh – basis. Not at this time an analysis so much as an accumulation. 
You couldn’t expect us to be as prominent (as read in particular 
achievements—outstanding single poems). We’re not doing the same thing.  
We’re not putting the rose, the single rose, in the little glass vase in the 
window—we’re digging a hole for the tree—and as we dig have disappeared 
in it. 
(From The Poem as a Field of Action, 1948) 
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D. H. Lawrence (1885-1930) 
To Women, As Far As I’m Concerned 
 
The feelings I don’t have I don’t have. 
The feelings I don’t have, I won’t say I have. 
The feelings you say you have, you don’t have. 
The feelings you would like us both to have, we neither of us have. 
 
The feelings people ought to have, they never have. 
If people say they’ve got feelings, you may be pretty sure they haven’t got 

them. 
 
So if you want either of us to feel anything at all, 
You’d better abandon all ideas of feelings altogether. 
(1929) 

 
 
William Carlos Williams (1883-1963) 
This is just to say 
 
I have eaten 
the plums 
that were in 
the icebox 
 
and which 
you were probably 
saving 
for breakfast 
 
Forgive me 
they were delicious 
so sweet 
and so cold 
(1934) 
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PART TWO  
 
 
W. H. Auden (1907-1973) 
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 innocent 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. 
(1938, 1940) 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
William Carlos Williams (1883-1963) 
Landscape with the Fall of Icarus 
 
According to Brueghel 
when Icarus fell 
it was spring 
 
a farmer was ploughing 
his field 
the whole pageantry 
 
of the year was 
awake tingling 
near 
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the edge of the sea 
concerned 
with itself 
 
sweating in the sun 
that melted 
the wings’ wax 
 
unsignificantly 
off the coast 
there was 
 
a splash quite unnoticed 
this was 
Icarus drowning 
(1962) 
 
 
Stevie Smith (1902–1971) 
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. 
(1957) 
 

Judith Wright (1915-2000) 
Egrets 
 
Once as I travelled through a quiet evening,  
I saw a pool, jet-black and mirror-still.  
Beyond, the slender paperbarks stood crowding;  
each on its own white image looked its fill,  
and nothing moved but thirty egrets wading –  
thirty egrets in a quiet evening.  
 
Once in a lifetime, lovely past believing,  
your lucky eyes may light on such a pool.  
As though for many years I had been waiting,  
I watched in silence, till my heart was full  
of clear dark water, and white trees unmoving,  
and, whiter yet, those thirty egrets wading.  
(1962) 
 
 
Sylvia Plath (1932-1963) 
Lady Lazarus 
 
I have done it again.  
One year in every ten  
I manage it–––  
 
A sort of walking miracle, my skin  
Bright as a Nazi lampshade,  
My right foot  
 
A paperweight,  
My face a featureless, fine  
Jew linen.  
 
Peel off the napkin  
O my enemy.  
Do I terrify? –––  
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The nose, the eye pits, the full set of teeth?  
The sour breath  
Will vanish in a day.  
 
Soon, soon the flesh  
The grave cave ate will be  
At home on me  
 
And I a smiling woman.  
I am only thirty.  
And like the cat I have nine times to die.  
 
This is Number Three.  
What a trash  
To annihilate each decade.  
 
What a million filaments.  
The Peanut-crunching crowd  
Shoves in to see  
 
Them unwrap me hand in foot –––  
The big strip tease.  
Gentleman, ladies  
 
These are my hands  
My knees.  
I may be skin and bone,  
 
Nevertheless, I am the same, identical woman.  
The first time it happened I was ten.  
It was an accident.  
 
The second time I meant  
To last it out and not come back at all.  
I rocked shut  
 

As a seashell.  
They had to call and call  
And pick the worms off me like sticky pearls.  
 
Dying  
Is an art, like everything else.  
I do it exceptionally well.  
 
I do it so it feels like hell.  
I do it so it feels real.  
I guess you could say I’ve a call.  
 
It’s easy enough to do it in a cell.  
It’s easy enough to do it and stay put.  
It’s the theatrical  
 
Comeback in broad day  
To the same place, the same face, the same brute  
Amused shout:  
 
‘A miracle!’  
That knocks me out.  
There is a charge  
 
For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge  
For the hearing of my heart–––  
It really goes.  
 
And there is a charge, a very large charge  
For a word or a touch  
Or a bit of blood  
 
Or a piece of my hair on my clothes.  
So, so, Herr Doktor.  
So, Herr Enemy.  
 
I am your opus,  
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I am your valuable,  
The pure gold baby  
 
That melts to a shriek.  
I turn and burn.  
Do not think I underestimate your great concern.  
 
Ash, ash––  
You poke and stir.  
Flesh, bone, there is nothing there ––– 
 
A cake of soap,  
A wedding ring,  
A gold filling.  
 
Herr God, Herr Lucifer  
Beware  
Beware.  
 
Out of the ash  
I rise with my red hair  
And I eat men like air. 
(23-29 October 1962, 1966) 
 
 
Ted Hughes (1930-1998) 
The Blue Flannel Suit 
 
I had let it all grow. I had supposed 
It was all O.K. Your life 
Was a liner I voyaged in. 
Costly education had fitted you out. 
Financiers and committees and consultants 
Effaced themselves in the gleam of your finish. 
You trembled with the new life of those engines. 
 
That first morning, 

Before your first class at College, you sat there 
Sipping coffee. Now I know, as I did not, 
What eyes waited at the back of the class 
To check your first professional performance 
Against their expectations. What assessors 
Waited to see you justify the cost 
And redeem their gamble. What a furnace 
Of eyes waited to prove your metal. I watched 
The strange dummy stiffness, the misery, 
Of your blue flannel suit, its straitjacket, ugly 
Half-approximation to your idea 
Of the properties you hoped to ease into, 
And your horror in it. And the tanned 
Almost green undertinge of your face 
Shrunk to its wick, your scar lumpish, your plaited 
Head pathetically tiny. 

You waited, 
Knowing yourself helpless in the tweezers 
Of the life that judges you, and I saw 
The flayed nerve, the unhealable face-wound 
Which was all you had for courage. 
I saw that what gripped you, as you sipped, 
Were terrors that killed you once already. 
Now, I see, I saw, sitting, the lonely 
Girl who was going to die. 

That blue suit, 
A mad, execution uniform, 
Survived your sentence. But then I sat, stilled, 
Unable to fathom what stilled you 
As I looked at you, as I am stilled 
Permanently now, permanently 
Bending so briefly at your open coffin. 
(1998) 
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Philip Larkin (1922-1985) 
Talking in Bed 
 
Talking in bed ought to be easiest  
Lying together there goes back so far  
An emblem of two people being honest. 
 
Yet more and more time passes silently. 
Outside the wind's incomplete unrest 
builds and disperses clouds about the sky. 
 
And dark towns heap up on the horizon. 
None of this cares for us. Nothing shows why 
At this unique distance from isolation 
 
It becomes still more difficult to find 
Words at once true and kind 
Or not untrue and not unkind. 
(1964) 

 
Philip Larkin (1922-1985) 
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. 
(1974) 
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Elizabeth Jennings (1926-2001) 
For Edward Thomas 
 
I have looked about for you many times, 
Mostly in woods or down quiet roads, 
Often in birds whose question-times 
Sound like the echo of your moods 
 
When sombre. I've not found you yet 
In day sounds or dream-threaded night 
You watched through, tired-eyed. I set 
Such places by, finding no sight 
 
Of you in this strange hunt. I turn 
Back to your words. You do not haunt 
Them either. Suddenly I learn 
Your art of being reticent, 
 
Of leaving birds, trees, hills alone. 
You left no spirit in any place 
Or spoors of yours where you had gone. 
Yet, though there is no print or trace 
 
Of you, I see a different way, 
As if your writing were a shine 
Upon cool suns, your words the play 
Of stars with water, your dark – mine. 
(1977). 

 
Elizabeth Jennings (1926-2001) 
In Memory of Anyone Unknown to Me 
 
At this particular time I have no one 
Particular person to grieve for, though there must 
Be many, many unknown ones going to dust 
Slowly, not remembered for what they have done 
Or left undone. For these, then, I will grieve 
Being impartial, unable to deceive. 
How they lived, or died, is quite unknown, 
And, by that fact gives my grief purity– 
An important person quite apart from me 
Or one obscure who drifted down alone. 
Both or all I remember, have a place. 
For these I never encountered face to face. 
Sentiment will creep in. I cast it out 
Wishing to give these classical repose, 
No epitaph, no poppy and no rose 
From me, and certainly no wish to learn about 
The way they lived or died. In earth or fire 
They are gone. Simply because they were human, I admire. 
(1971) 
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Seamus Heaney (1939 – ) 
Mid-Term Break 
 
I sat all morning in the college sick bay 
Counting bells knelling classes to a close. 
At two o’clock our neighbours drove me home. 
 
In the porch I met my father crying – 
He had always taken funerals in his stride - 
And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow. 
 
The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram  
When I came in, and I was embarrassed  
By old men standing up to shake my hand  
 
And tell me they were “sorry for my trouble”; 
Whispers informed strangers that I was the eldest,  
Away at school, as my mother held my hand  
 
In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.  
At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived  
With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses. 
 
Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops  
And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him  
For the first time in six weeks. Paler now, 
 
Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,  
He lay in a four foot box as in his cot.  
No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear. 
 
A four foot box, a foot for every year. 
(1966) 
 
 
 
 

Seamus Heaney (1939 – ) 
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, 
her blindfold a soiled bandage, 
her noose a ring 
 
to store 
the memories of love. 
Little adultress, 
before they punished you 
 
you were flaxen-haired, 
undernourished, and your 
tar-black face was beautiful. 
My poor scapegoat, 
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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. 
(1975) 

Seamus Heaney (1939 – ) 
When All the Others 
In Memoriam M.K.H., 1911-1984 
 
When all the others were away at Mass  
I was all hers as we peeled potatoes.  
They broke the silence, let fall one by one  
Like solder weeping off the soldering iron:  
Cold comforts set between us, things to share  
Gleaming in a bucket of clean water.  
And again let fall. Little pleasant splashes  
From each other’s work would bring us to our senses.  
 
So while the parish priest at her bedside  
Went hammer and tongs at the prayers for the dying  
And some were responding and some crying  
I remembered her head bent towards my head,  
Her breath in mine, our fluent dipping knives–  
Never closer the whole rest of our lives.  
(1986) 
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Eavan Boland (1944 – ) 
Witness 
 
Here is the city— 
its worn-down mountains, 
its grass and iron, 
its smoky coast 
seen from the high roads 
on the Wicklow side. 
 
From Dalkey Island 
to the North Wall, 
to the blue distance seizing its perimeter, 
its old divisions are deep within it. 
 
And in me also. 
And always will be. 
 
Out of my mouth they come: 
The spurred and booted garrisons. 
The men and women 
they dispossessed. 
 
What is a colony 
if not the brutal truth 
that when we speak 
the graves open. 
 
And the dead walk? 
(1998) 

Eavan Boland (1944 – ) 
A Habitable Grief 
 
Long ago 
I was a child in a strange country: 
 
I was Irish in England. 
 
I learned  
a second language there  
which has stood me in good stead: 
 
the lingua franca of a lost land. 
 
A dialect in which  
what had never been could still be found: 
 
The infinite horizon. Always far  
and impossible. That contrary passion  
to be whole. 
 
This is what language is:  
a habitable grief. A turn of speech  
for the everyday and ordinary abrasion  
of losses such as this:  
 
which hurts  
just enough to be a scar. 
 
And heals just enough to be a nation. 
(1998) 
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Gillian Clarke (1937 – ) 
Cold Knap Lake 
 
We once watched a crowd  
pull a drowned child from the lake.  
Blue lipped and dressed in water’s long green silk  
she lay for dead. 
 
Then kneeling on the earth,  
a heroine, her red head bowed,  
her wartime cotton frock soaked,  
my mother gave a stranger’s child her breath.  
The crowd stood silent,  
drawn by the dread of it. 
 
The child breathed, bleating  
and rosy in my mother’s hands.  
My father took her home to a poor house  
and watched her thrashed for almost drowning. 
 
Was I there?  
Or is that troubled surface something else  
shadowy under the dipped fingers of willows  
where satiny mud blooms in cloudiness  
after the treading, heavy webs of swans  
as their wings beat and whistle on the air? 
 
All lost things lie under closing water  
in that lake with the poor man’s daughter.  
(1997) 

Carol Ann Duffy (1955 – ) 
 
Warming Her Pearls  
for Judith Radstone  
 
Next to my own skin, her pearls. My mistress  
bids me wear them, warm them, until evening  
when I´ll brush her hair. At six, I place them  
round her cool, white throat. All day I think of her,  
 
resting in the Yellow Room, contemplating silk  
or taffeta, which gown tonight? She fans herself  
whilst I work willingly, my slow heat entering  
each pearl. Slack on my neck, her rope.  
 
She´s beautiful. I dream about her  
in my attic bed; picture her dancing  
with tall men, puzzled by my faint, persistent scent  
beneath her French perfume, her milky stones.  
 
I dust her shoulders with a rabbit´s foot,  
watch the soft blush seep through her skin  
like an indolent sigh. In her looking-glass  
my red lips part as though I want to speak.  
 
Full moon. Her carriage brings her home. I see  
her every movement in my head.... Undressing,  
taking off her jewels, her slim hand reaching  
for the case, slipping naked into bed, the way  
 
she always does.... And I lie here awake,  
knowing the pearls are cooling even now  
in the room where my mistress sleeps. All night  
I feel their absence and I burn. 
(1987) 
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Carol Ann Duffy (1955 – ) 
Valentine 
 
Not a red rose or a satin heart. 
 
I give you an onion. 
It is a moon wrapped in brown paper. 
It promises light 
like the careful undressing of love. 
 
Here.  
It will blind you with tears  
like a lover. 
It will make your reflection 
a wobbling photo of grief. 
 
I am trying to be truthful. 
 
Not a cute card or a kissogram. 
 
I give you an onion. 
Its fierce kiss will stay on your lips, 
possessive and faithful 
as we are, 
for as long as we are. 
 
Take it. 
Its platinum loops shrink to a wedding-ring, 
if you like. 
 
Lethal. 
Its scent will cling to your fingers, 
cling to your knife.  
(1993) 


