LOVE THROUGH THE AGES

A  Shadow Anthology

The following poems are all by poets who feature in the AQA Anthology. They are poets that the exam board would like you to be familiar with and, to prepare the way for our work on the anthology itself and to provide with some options for wider reading, I have selected some poems that will support themes of ‘love through the ages’ already explored in our prose texts.
Please note that the poems are in chronological order and you may well find that they become more accessible as we move closer to the present-day. Our focus will be on pre-1900 but I think it is useful to have a wider range of poems available at this stage. 

Please note too that I have not typed up these poems and that in copying them from various websites, there are some  American spellings.

Over the Christmas holiday, read at least one poem per day (14 in total). Select one of the pre-1900 poems and explore themes and ideas that feature in the poem and one of the prose texts studied this term.

AER, DEC 2016

SIR THOMAS WYATT (1503-41)
My lute awake! perform the last 

Labour that thou and I shall waste, 

And end that I have now begun; 

For when this song is sung and past, 

My lute be still, for I have done. 

As to be heard where ear is none, 

As lead to grave in marble stone, 

My song may pierce her heart as soon; 

Should we then sigh or sing or moan? 

No, no, my lute, for I have done. 

The rocks do not so cruelly 

Repulse the waves continually, 

As she my suit and affection; 

So that I am past remedy, 

Whereby my lute and I have done. 

Proud of the spoil that thou hast got 

Of simple hearts thorough Love's shot, 

By whom, unkind, thou hast them won, 

Think not he hath his bow forgot, 

Although my lute and I have done. 

Vengeance shall fall on thy disdain 

That makest but game on earnest pain. 

Think not alone under the sun 

Unquit to cause thy lovers plain, 

Although my lute and I have done. 

Perchance thee lie wethered and old 

The winter nights that are so cold, 

Plaining in vain unto the moon; 

Thy wishes then dare not be told; 

Care then who list, for I have done. 

And then may chance thee to repent 

The time that thou hast lost and spent 

To cause thy lovers sigh and swoon; 

Then shalt thou know beauty but lent, 

And wish and want as I have done. 

Now cease, my lute; this is the last 

Labour that thou and I shall waste, 

And ended is that we begun. 

Now is this song both sung and past: 

My lute be still, for I have done. 

SIR THOMAS WYATT (1503-41)

Farewell love and all thy laws forever;

Thy baited hooks shall tangle me no more.

Senec and Plato call me from thy lore

To perfect wealth, my wit for to endeavour.

In blind error when I did persever,

Thy sharp repulse, that pricketh aye so sore,

Hath taught me to set in trifles no store

And scape forth, since liberty is lever.

Therefore farewell; go trouble younger hearts

And in me claim no more authority.

With idle youth go use thy property

And thereon spend thy many brittle darts,

For hitherto though I have lost all my time,

Me lusteth no lenger rotten boughs to climb.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564-1616)

Sonnet 29

When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

(Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth) sings hymns at heaven’s gate;

       For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings

       That then I scorn to change my state with kings.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564-1616)

Sonnet 30

When to the sessions of sweet silent thought

I summon up remembrance of things past,

I sigh the lack of many a thing I sought,

And with old woes new wail my dear time's waste:

Then can I drown an eye, unus'd to flow,

For precious friends hid in death's dateless night,

And weep afresh love's long since cancell'd woe,

And moan th' expense of many a vanish'd sight;

Then can I grieve at grievances foregone,

And heavily from woe to woe tell o'er

The sad account of fore-bemoaned moan,

Which I new pay as if not paid before.

But if the while I think on thee, dear friend,

All losses are restor'd, and sorrows end.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564-1616)

Sonnet 104

To me, fair friend, you never can be old, 

For as you were when first your eye I eyed, 

Such seems your beauty still. Three winters cold 

Have from the forests shook three summers’ pride, 

Three beauteous springs to yellow autumn turned 

In process of the seasons have I seen, 

Three April perfumes in three hot Junes burned, 

Since first I saw you fresh, which yet are green. 

Ah, yet doth beauty, like a dial-hand, 

Steal from his figure, and no pace perceived; 

So your sweet hue, which methinks still doth stand, 

Hath motion, and mine eye may be deceived: 

For fear of which, hear this, thou age unbred: 

Ere you were born was beauty’s summer dead.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564-1616)
Sonnet 116
Let me not to the marriage of true minds 

Admit impediments. Love is not love 

Which alters when it alteration finds, 

Or bends with the remover to remove. 

O no! it is an ever-fixed mark 

That looks on tempests and is never shaken; 

It is the star to every wand'ring bark, 

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

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

Within his bending sickle's compass come; 

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 

But bears it out even to the edge of doom. 

If this be error and upon me prov'd, 

I never writ, nor no man ever lov'd.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564-1616)

Sonnet 129

Th' expense of spirit in a waste of shame 

Is lust in action; and till action, lust 

Is perjured, murd'rous, bloody, full of blame, 

Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust, 

Enjoyed no sooner but despisèd straight, 

Past reason hunted; and, no sooner had 

Past reason hated as a swallowed bait 

On purpose laid to make the taker mad; 

Mad in pursuit and in possession so, 

Had, having, and in quest to have, extreme; 

A bliss in proof and proved, a very woe; 

Before, a joy proposed; behind, a dream. 

    All this the world well knows; yet none knows well 

    To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564-1616)
Sonnet 130

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun; 

Coral is far more red than her lips' red; 

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun; 

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 

I have seen roses damasked, red and white, 

But no such roses see I in her cheeks; 

And in some perfumes is there more delight 

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks. 

I love to hear her speak, yet well I know 

That music hath a far more pleasing sound; 

I grant I never saw a goddess go; 

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground. 

   And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 

   As any she belied with false compare.

JOHN DONNE (1573-1631)

The Sun Rising

Busy old fool, unruly sun,

               Why dost thou thus,

Through windows, and through curtains call on us?

Must to thy motions lovers' seasons run?

               Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide

               Late school boys and sour prentices,

         Go tell court huntsmen that the king will ride,
         Call country ants to harvest offices,

Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime,

Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.
               Thy beams, so reverend and strong

               Why shouldst thou think?

I could eclipse and cloud them with a wink,

But that I would not lose her sight so long;

               If her eyes have not blinded thine,

               Look, and tomorrow late, tell me,

         Whether both th' Indias of spice and mine
         Be where thou leftst them, or lie here with me.

Ask for those kings whom thou saw'st yesterday,

And thou shalt hear, All here in one bed lay.

               She's all states, and all princes, I,

               Nothing else is.

Princes do but play us; compared to this,

All honor's mimic, all wealth alchemy.

               Thou, sun, art half as happy as we,

               In that the world's contracted thus.

         Thine age asks ease, and since thy duties be

         To warm the world, that's done in warming us.

Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere;

This bed thy center is, these walls, thy sphere.

JOHN DONNE (1573-1631)

The Anniversary

All Kings, and all their favourites, 

         All glory of honours, beauties, wits, 

    The sun itself, which makes times, as they pass, 

    Is elder by a year now than it was 

    When thou and I first one another saw: 

    All other things to their destruction draw, 

         Only our love hath no decay; 

    This no tomorrow hath, nor yesterday, 

    Running it never runs from us away, 

But truly keeps his first, last, everlasting day. 

         Two graves must hide thine and my corse; 

         If one might, death were no divorce. 

    Alas, as well as other Princes, we 

    (Who Prince enough in one another be) 

    Must leave at last in death these eyes and ears, 

    Oft fed with true oaths, and with sweet salt tears; 

         But souls where nothing dwells but love 

    (All other thoughts being inmates) then shall prove 

    This, or a love increasèd there above, 

When bodies to their graves, souls from their graves remove. 

         And then we shall be throughly blessed; 

         But we no more than all the rest. 

    Here upon earth we’re Kings, and none but we 

    Can be such Kings, nor of such subjects be; 

    Who is so safe as we? where none can do 

    Treason to us, except one of us two. 

         True and false fears let us refrain, 

    Let us love nobly, and live, and add again 

    Years and years unto years, till we attain 

To write threescore: this is the second of our reign. 

JOHN DONNE (1573-1631)

Sweetest love, I do not go, 

         For weariness of thee, 

Nor in hope the world can show 

         A fitter love for me; 

                But since that I 

Must die at last, 'tis best 

To use myself in jest 

         Thus by feign'd deaths to die. 

Yesternight the sun went hence, 

         And yet is here today; 

He hath no desire nor sense, 

         Nor half so short a way: 

                Then fear not me, 

But believe that I shall make 

Speedier journeys, since I take 

         More wings and spurs than he. 

O how feeble is man's power, 

         That if good fortune fall, 

Cannot add another hour, 

         Nor a lost hour recall! 

                But come bad chance, 

And we join to'it our strength, 

And we teach it art and length, 

         Itself o'er us to'advance. 

When thou sigh'st, thou sigh'st not wind, 

         But sigh'st my soul away; 

When thou weep'st, unkindly kind, 

         My life's blood doth decay. 

                It cannot be 

That thou lov'st me, as thou say'st, 

If in thine my life thou waste, 

         That art the best of me. 

Let not thy divining heart 

         Forethink me any ill; 

Destiny may take thy part, 

         And may thy fears fulfil; 

                But think that we 

Are but turn'd aside to sleep; 

They who one another keep 

         Alive, ne'er parted be. 

RICHARD LOVELACE (1618-57)

Song to Amarantha, that she would Dishevel her Hair

Amarantha sweet and fair 

Ah braid no more that shining hair! 

As my curious hand or eye 

Hovering round thee let it fly. 

Let it fly as unconfin’d 

As its calm ravisher, the wind, 

Who hath left his darling th’East, 

To wanton o’er that spicy nest. 

Ev’ry tress must be confest 

But neatly tangled at the best; 

Like a clue of golden thread, 

Most excellently ravelled. 

Do not then wind up that light 

In ribands, and o’er-cloud in night; 

Like the sun in’s early ray, 

But shake your head and scatter day. 

See ’tis broke! Within this grove 

The bower, and the walks of love, 

Weary lie we down and rest, 

And fan each other’s panting breast. 

Here we’ll strip and cool our fire 

In cream below, in milk-baths higher: 

And when all wells are drawn dry, 

I’ll drink a tear out of thine eye, 

Which our very joys shall leave 

That sorrows thus we can deceive; 

Or our very sorrows weep, 

That joys so ripe, so little keep.

ANDREW MARVELL (1621-78)

The Fair Singer

To make a final conquest of all me, 

Love did compose so sweet an enemy, 

In whom both beauties to my death agree, 

Joining themselves in fatal harmony; 

That while she with her eyes my heart does bind, 

She with her voice might captivate my mind. 

I could have fled from one but singly fair, 

My disentangled soul itself might save, 

Breaking the curled trammels of her hair. 

But how should I avoid to be her slave, 

Whose subtle art invisibly can wreath 

My fetters of the very air I breathe? 

It had been easy fighting in some plain, 

Where victory might hang in equal choice, 

But all resistance against her is vain, 

Who has th’advantage both of eyes and voice, 

And all my forces needs must be undone, 

She having gained both the wind and sun.

JOHN WILMOT, EARL OF ROCHESTER (1647-80)
Love and Life: A Song

All my past life is mine no more, 

The flying hours are gone, 

Like transitory dreams giv’n o’er, 

Whose images are kept in store 

By memory alone. 

The time that is to come is not; 

How can it then be mine? 

The present moment’s all my lot; 

And that, as fast as it is got, 

Phyllis, is only thine. 

Then talk not of inconstancy, 

False hearts, and broken vows; 

If I, by miracle, can be 

This live-long minute true to thee, 

’Tis all that Heav'n allows.

WILLIAM BLAKE (1757-1827)
My silks and fine array, 

         My smiles and languish'd air, 

By love are driv'n away; 

         And mournful lean Despair 

Brings me yew to deck my grave: 

Such end true lovers have. 

His face is fair as heav'n, 

         When springing buds unfold; 

O why to him was't giv'n, 

         Whose heart is wintry cold? 

His breast is love's all worship'd tomb, 

Where all love's pilgrims come. 

Bring me an axe and spade, 

         Bring me a winding sheet; 

When I my grave have made, 

         Let winds and tempests beat: 

Then down I'll lie, as cold as clay. 

True love doth pass away!

ROBERT BURNS (1759-96)

John Anderson my jo, John, 

    When we were first acquent, 

Your locks were like the raven, 

      Your bonie brow was brent; 

But now your brow is beld, John, 

      Your locks are like the snaw, 

but blessings on your frosty pow, 

      John Anderson, my jo! 

John Anderson my jo, John, 

      We clamb the hill thegither, 

And monie a cantie day, John, 

      We've had wi' ane anither; 

Now we maun totter down, John, 

      And hand in hand we'll go, 

And sleep thegither at the foot, 

      John Anderson, my jo! 

GEORGE GORDON, LORD BYRON (1788-1824)

So, we'll go no more a roving 

   So late into the night, 

Though the heart be still as loving, 

   And the moon be still as bright. 

For the sword outwears its sheath, 

   And the soul wears out the breast, 

And the heart must pause to breathe, 

   And love itself have rest. 

Though the night was made for loving, 

   And the day returns too soon, 

Yet we'll go no more a roving 

   By the light of the moon.

JOHN KEATS (1795-1821)

Bright star, would I were stedfast as thou art— 

         Not in lone splendour hung aloft the night 

And watching, with eternal lids apart, 

         Like nature's patient, sleepless Eremite, 

The moving waters at their priestlike task 

         Of pure ablution round earth's human shores, 

Or gazing on the new soft-fallen mask 

         Of snow upon the mountains and the moors— 

No—yet still stedfast, still unchangeable, 

         Pillow'd upon my fair love's ripening breast, 

To feel for ever its soft fall and swell, 

         Awake for ever in a sweet unrest, 

Still, still to hear her tender-taken breath, 

And so live ever—or else swoon to death.

JOHN KEATS (1795-1821)

I cry your mercy—pity—love!—aye, love! 

Merciful love that tantalizes not, 

One-thoughted, never-wandering, guileless love, 

Unmasked, and being seen—without a blot! 

O! let me have thee whole,—all—all—be mine! 

That shape, that fairness, that sweet minor zest 

Of love, your kiss,—those hands, those eyes divine, 

That warm, white, lucent, million-pleasured breast, 

Yourself—your soul—in pity give me all, 

Withhold no atom’s atom or I die 

Or living on perhaps, your wretched thrall, 

Forget, in the mist of idle misery, 

Life’s purposes,—the palate of my mind 

Losing its gust, and my ambition blind! 

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI (1830-94)
Come to me in the silence of the night;

   Come in the speaking silence of a dream;

Come with soft rounded cheeks and eyes as bright

   As sunlight on a stream;

      Come back in tears,

O memory, hope, love of finished years.

Oh dream how sweet, too sweet, too bitter sweet,

   Whose wakening should have been in Paradise,

Where souls brimfull of love abide and meet;

   Where thirsting longing eyes

      Watch the slow door

That opening, letting in, lets out no more.

Yet come to me in dreams, that I may live

   My very life again tho’ cold in death:

Come back to me in dreams, that I may give

   Pulse for pulse, breath for breath:

      Speak low, lean low,

As long ago, my love, how long ago.

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI (1830-94)

I CANNOT tell you how it was;

But this I know: it came to pass

Upon a bright and breezy day

When May was young; ah, pleasant May!

As yet the poppies were not born

Between the blades of tender corn;

The last eggs had not hatched as yet,

Nor any bird forgone its mate.

 

I cannot tell you what it was;

But this I know: it did but pass.

It passed away with sunny May,

With all sweet things it passed away,

And left me old, and cold, and grey.

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI (1830-94)

Youth gone, and beauty gone if ever there

Dwelt beauty in so poor a face as this;

Youth gone and beauty, what remains of bliss?

I will not bind fresh roses in my hair,

To shame a cheek at best but little fair,--

Leave youth his roses, who can bear a thorn,--

I will not seek for blossoms anywhere,

Except such common flowers as blow with corn.

Youth gone and beauty gone, what doth remain?

The longing of a heart pent up forlorn,

A silent heart whose silence loves and longs;

The silence of a heart which sang its songs

While youth and beauty made a summer morn,

Silence of love that cannot sing again.

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI (1830-94)
Autumn Violets

Keep love for youth, and violets for the spring:
Of if these bloom when worn-out autumn grieves,
Let them lie hid in double shade of leaves,
Their own, and others dropped down withering;
For violets suit when home birds build and sing,
Not when the outbound bird a passage cleaves;
Not with dry stubble of mown harvest sheaves,
But when the green world buds to blossoming.
Keep violets for the spring, and love for youth,
Love that should dwell with beauty, mirth, and hope:
Or if a later sadder love be born,
Let this not look for grace beyond its scope,
But give itself, nor plead for answering truth—
A grateful Ruth tho' gleaning scanty corn.

ERNEST DOWSON (1867-1900)
April Love 

We have walked in Love's land a little way,

We have learnt his lesson a little while,

And shall we not part at the end of day,

With a sigh, a smile?

A little while in the shine of the sun,

We were twined together, joined lips, forgot

How the shadows fall when the day is done,

And when Love is not.

We have made no vows--there will none be broke,

Our love was free as the wind on the hill,

There was no word said we need wish unspoke,

We have wrought no ill.

So shall we not part at the end of day,

Who have loved and lingered a little while,

Join lips for the last time, go our way,

With a sigh, a smile?

THOMAS HARDY (1840-1928)

After a Journey
I come to interview a Voiceless ghost;
Whither, O whither will its whim now draw me?
Up the cliff, down, till I'm lonely, lost,
And the unseen waters' soliloquies awe me.
Where you will next be there's no knowing,
Facing round about me everywhere,
With your nut-coloured hair,
And gray eyes, and rose-flush coming and going.


Yes: I have re-entered your olden haunts at last;
Through the years, through the dead scenes I have tracked you;
What have you now found to say of our past -
Viewed across the dark space wherein I have lacked you?
Summer gave us sweets, but autumn wrought division?
Things were not lastly as firstly well
With us twain, you tell?
But all's closed now, despite Time's derision.


I see what you are doing: you are leading me on
To the spots we knew when we haunted here together,
The waterfall, above which the mist-bow shone
At the then fair hour in the then fair weather,
And the cave just under, with a voice still so hollow
That it seems to call out to me from forty years ago,
When you were all aglow,
And not the thin ghost that I now frailly follow!


Ignorant of what there is flitting here to see,
The waked birds preen and the seals flop lazily,
Soon you will have, Dear, to vanish from me,
For the stars close their shutters and the dawn whitens hazily.
Trust me, I mind not, though Life lours,
The bringing of me here; nay, bring me here again!
I am just the same as when
Our days were a joy, and our paths through flowers. 

THOMAS HARDY (1840-1928)

The Voice
Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me, 

Saying that now you are not as you were 

When you had changed from the one who was all to me, 

But as at first, when our day was fair. 

Can it be you that I hear? Let me view you, then, 

Standing as when I drew near to the town 

Where you would wait for me: yes, as I knew you then, 

Even to the original air-blue gown! 

Or is it only the breeze, in its listlessness 

Travelling across the wet mead to me here, 

You being ever dissolved to wan wistlessness, 

Heard no more again far or near? 

Thus I; faltering forward, 

Leaves around me falling, 

Wind oozing thin through the thorn from norward, 

And the woman calling.

THOMAS HARDY (1840-1928)

At Castle Boterel
As I drive to the junction of lane and highway,


And the drizzle bedrenches the waggonette,

I look behind at the fading byway,


And see on its slope, now glistening wet,



Distinctly yet

Myself and a girlish form benighted


In dry March weather. We climb the road

Beside a chaise. We had just alighted


To ease the sturdy pony’s load



When he sighed and slowed.

What we did as we climbed, and what we talked of


Matters not much, nor to what it led,—

Something that life will not be balked of


Without rude reason till hope is dead,



And feeling fled.

It filled but a minute. But was there ever


A time of such quality, since or before,

In that hill’s story? To one mind never,


Though it has been climbed, foot-swift, foot-sore,



By thousands more.

Primaeval rocks form the road’s steep border,


And much have they faced there, first and last,

Of the transitory in Earth’s long order;


But what they record in colour and cast



Is—that we two passed.

And to me, though Time’s unflinching rigour,


In mindless rote, has ruled from sight

The substance now, one phantom figure


Remains on the slope, as when that night



Saw us alight.

I look and see it there, shrinking, shrinking,


I look back at it amid the rain

For the very last time; for my sand is sinking,


And I shall traverse old love’s domain



Never again. 

POST-1900

CHARLOTTE MEW (1869-1928)

Rooms

I remember rooms that have had their part

     In the steady slowing down of the heart.

The room in Paris, the room at Geneva,

The little damp room with the seaweed smell,

And that ceaseless maddening sound of the tide—

     Rooms where for good or for ill—things died.

But there is the room where we (two) lie dead,

Though every morning we seem to wake and might just as well seem to sleep again

     As we shall somewhere in the other quieter, dustier bed

     Out there in the sun—in the rain.

ROBERT FROST (1874-1963)
To Earthward

Love at the lips was touch
As sweet as I could bear;
And once that seemed too much;
I lived on air

That crossed me from sweet things,
The flow of – was it musk
From hidden grapevine springs
Down hill at dusk?

I had the swirl and ache
From sprays of honeysuckle
That when they’re gathered shake
Dew on the knuckle.

I craved strong sweets, but those
Seemed strong when I was young;
The petal of the rose
It was that stung.

Now no joy but lacks salt
That is not dashed with pain
And weariness and fault;
I crave the stain

Of tears, the aftermark
Of almost too much love,
The sweet of bitter bark
And burning clove.

When stiff and sore and scarred
I take away my hand
From leaning on it hard
In grass and sand,

The hurt is not enough:
I long for weight and strength
To feel the earth as rough
To all my length.

EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY (1892-1950)

Oh, oh, you will be sorry for that word!
Give me back my book and take my kiss instead.
Was it my enemy or my friend I heard,
"What a big book for such a little head!"
Come, I will show you now my newest hat,
And you may watch me purse my mouth and prink!
Oh, I shall love you still, and all of that.
I never again shall tell you what I think.
I shall be sweet and crafty, soft and sly;
You will not catch me reading any more:
I shall be called a wife to pattern by;
And some day when you knock and push the door,
Some sane day, not too bright and not too stormy,
I shall be gone, and you may whistle for me. 

EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY (1892-1950)

What lips my lips have kissed, and where, and why, 

I have forgotten, and what arms have lain 

Under my head till morning; but the rain 

Is full of ghosts tonight, that tap and sigh 

Upon the glass and listen for reply, 

And in my heart there stirs a quiet pain 

For unremembered lads that not again 

Will turn to me at midnight with a cry. 

Thus in the winter stands the lonely tree, 

Nor knows what birds have vanished one by one, 

Yet knows its boughs more silent than before: 

I cannot say what loves have come and gone, 

I only know that summer sang in me 

A little while, that in me sings no more.

LOUIS MACNEICE (1907-63)

The Sunlight on the Garden
The sunlight on the garden 
Hardens and grows cold, 
We cannot cage the minute 
Within its nets of gold, 
When all is told 
We cannot beg for pardon.

Our freedom as free lances 
Advances towards its end; 
The earth compels, upon it 
Sonnets and birds descend; 
And soon, my friend, 
We shall have no time for dances.


The sky was good for flying 
Defying the church bells 
And every evil iron 
Siren and what it tells: 
The earth compels, 
We are dying, Egypt, dying


And not expecting pardon, 
Hardened in heart anew, 
But glad to have sat under 
Thunder and rain with you, 
And grateful too 
For sunlight on the garden.

LOUIS MACNEICE (1907-63)

Les Sylphides

Life in a day: he took his girl to the ballet;

Being shortsighted himself could hardly see it –

    The white skirts in the grey

    Glade and the swell of the music

    Lifting the white sails.

Calyx upon calyx, Canterbury bells in the breeze

The flowers on the left mirrored to the flowers on the right

     And the naked arms above

     The powdered faces moving

     Like seaweed in a pool.

Now, he thought, we are floating – ageless, oarless –

 Now there is no separation, from now on

       You will be wearing white

       Satin and a red sash

       Under the waltzing trees.

But the music stopped, the dancers took their curtain,

The river had come to a lock – a shuffle of programmes –

        And we cannot continue down

        Stream unless we are ready

        To enter the lock and drop.

So they were married – to be the more together –

And found that they were never again so much together,

         Divided by the morning tea,

         By the evening paper,

         The children and the tradesmen’s bills.

Waking at times in the night she found assurance

Due to his regular breathing but wondered whether

         It was really worth it and where

         The river had flowed away

         And where were the white flowers.

LOUIS MACNEICE (1907-63)

From Trilogy for X

And love hung still as crystal over the bed
And filled the corners of the enormous room;
the boom of dawn that left her sleeping, showing
The flowers mirrored in the mahogany table.
O my love, if only I were able
To protect this hour of quiet after passion,
Not ration happiness but keep this door for ever
Closed on the world, its own world closed within it.
But dawn's waves trouble with the bubbling minute,
the names of books come clear upon their shelves,
the reason delves for duty and you will wake
With a start and go on living on your own.
The first train passes and the windows groan,
Voices will hector and your voice become
A drum in tune with theirs, which all last night
Like sap that fingered through a hungry tree
Asserted our one night's identity.
LOUIS MACNEICE (1907-63)

The Old Story

The old story is true of charms fading;

He knew her first before her charm was mellow-

Silm; surprise in her eyes, like a woodland creature

Crept abroad who found the world amazing,

Who, afterwards maturing, yet was dainty, 
Light on her feet and gentle with her fingers;

Put on a little flesh, become an easy

Spreadeagled beauty for Renaissance painters.

And then she went; he did not see her after

Until by the shore of a cold sea in winter.

With years behind her and the waves behind her.

Drubbing the memory up and down the pebbles.

Flotsam and wrack; the bag of old emotions;

Watch in the swirl her ten years back reflections-

White as a drowning hand, then gone for ever;

Here she stands who was twenty and is thirty.

The same but different and he found the difference

A surgeon’s knife without an anaesthetic;

He had known of course that this happens

But had not guessed the pain of it or the panic,

And could not say ‘My love’, could hardly

Say anything at all, no longer knowing

Whom he was talking to but watched the water

Massing for action on the old horizon.

PHILIP LARKIN (1922-85)

Wedding Wind
The wind blew all my wedding-day,
And my wedding-night was the night of the high wind;
And a stable door was banging, again and again,
That he must go and shut it, leaving me
Stupid in candlelight, hearing rain,
Seeing my face in the twisted candlestick,
Yet seeing nothing. When he came back
He said the horses were restless, and I was sad
That any man or beast that night should lack
The happiness I had.

Now in the day
All's ravelled under the sun by the wind's blowing.
He has gone to look at the floods, and I
Carry a chipped pail to the chicken-run,
Set it down, and stare. All is the wind
Hunting through clouds and forests, thrashing
My apron and the hanging cloths on the line.
Can it be borne, this bodying-forth by wind
Of joy my actions turn on, like a thread
Carrying beads? Shall I be let to sleep
Now this perpetual morning shares my bed?
Can even death dry up
These new delighted lakes, conclude
Our kneeling as cattle by all-generous waters?

PHILIP LARKIN (1922-85)

An Arundel Tomb
Side by side, their faces blurred,   

The earl and countess lie in stone,   

Their proper habits vaguely shown   

As jointed armour, stiffened pleat,   

And that faint hint of the absurd—   

The little dogs under their feet.

Such plainness of the pre-baroque    

Hardly involves the eye, until

It meets his left-hand gauntlet, still   

Clasped empty in the other; and   

One sees, with a sharp tender shock,   

His hand withdrawn, holding her hand.

They would not think to lie so long.   

Such faithfulness in effigy
Was just a detail friends would see:

A sculptor’s sweet commissioned grace   

Thrown off in helping to prolong   

The Latin names around the base.

They would not guess how early in

Their supine stationary voyage

The air would change to soundless damage,   

Turn the old tenantry away;

How soon succeeding eyes begin

To look, not read. Rigidly they

Persisted, linked, through lengths and breadths   

Of time. Snow fell, undated. Light

Each summer thronged the glass. A bright   

Litter of birdcalls strewed the same

Bone-riddled ground. And up the paths   

The endless altered people came,

Washing at their identity.   

Now, helpless in the hollow of   

An unarmorial age, a trough

Of smoke in slow suspended skeins   

Above their scrap of history,   

Only an attitude remains:

Time has transfigured them into   

Untruth. The stone fidelity

They hardly meant has come to be   

Their final blazon, and to prove   

Our almost-instinct almost true:   

What will survive of us is love.

ELIZABETH JENNINGS (1926-2001)

Delay

The radiance of the star that leans on me
Was shining years ago. The light that now
Glitters up there my eyes may never see,
And so the time lag teases me with how

Love that loves now may not reach me until
Its first desire is spent. The star's impulse
Must wait for eyes to claim it beautiful
And love arrived may find us somewhere else.

ANNE SEXTON (1928-74)
The Truth the Dead Know

Gone, I say and walk from church,

refusing the stiff procession to the grave,

letting the dead ride alone in the hearse.

It is June.  I am tired of being brave.

We drive to the Cape.  I cultivate

myself where the sun gutters from the sky,

where the sea swings in like an iron gate

and we touch.  In another country people die.

My darling, the wind falls in like stones

from the whitehearted water and when we touch

we enter touch entirely.  No one’s alone.

Men kill for this, or for as much.

And what of the dead?  They lie without shoes

in their stone boats.  They are more like stone

than the sea would be if it stopped.  They refuse

to be blessed, throat, eye and knucklebone.

TONY HARRISON (1937-)

Long Distance II

Though my mother was already two years dead
Dad kept her slippers warming by the gas,
put hot water bottles her side of the bed
and still went to renew her transport pass.

You couldn't just drop in. You had to phone.
He'd put you off an hour to give him time 
to clear away her things and look alone 
as though his still raw love were such a crime.

He couldn't risk my blight of disbelief
though sure that very soon he'd hear her key
scrape in the rusted lock and end his grief.
He knew she'd just popped out to get the tea.

I believe life ends with death, and that is all.
You haven't both gone shopping; just the same,
in my new black leather phone book there's your name 
and the disconnected number I still call.

SEAMUS HEANEY (1939-2013)

The Underground
There we were in the vaulted tunnel running,
You in your going-away coat speeding ahead
And me, me then like a fleet god gaining
Upon you before you turned to a reed

Or some new white flower japped with crimson
As the coat flapped wild and button after button
Sprang off and fell in a trail
Between the Underground and the Albert Hall.

Honeymooning, moonlighting, late for the Proms,
Our echoes die in that corridor and now
I come as Hansel came on the moonlit stones
Retracing the path back, lifting the buttons

To end up in a draughty lamplit station
After the trains have gone, the wet track
Bared and tensed as I am, all attention
For your step following and damned if I look back.

WENDY COPE (1945-)

Flowers
Some men never think of it.
You did. You’d come along
And say you’d nearly brought me flowers
But something had gone wrong.The shop was closed. Or you had doubts –
The sort that minds like ours
Dream up incessantly. You thought
I might not want your flowers.It made me smile and hug you then.
Now I can only smile.
But, look, the flowers you nearly brought
Have lasted all this while.
PAUL MULDOON (1951-)
The Train

I’ve been trying, my darling, to explain
to myself how it is that some freight train
loaded with ballast so a track may rest
easier in its bed should be what’s roused

us both from ours, tonight as every night,
despite its being miles off and despite
our custom of putting to the very
back of the mind all that’s customary

and then, since it takes forever to pass
with its car after car of coal and gas
and salt and wheat and rails and railway ties,

how it seems determined to give the lie
to the notion, my darling,
that, we, not it, might be the constant thing.

CAROL ANN DUFFY (1955-)
You

Uninvited, the thought of you stayed too late in my head,

 so I went to bed, dreaming you hard, hard, woke with your name,

 like tears, soft, salt, on my lips, the sound of its bright syllables

 like a charm, like a spell.

                                    Falling in love

 is glamorous hell; the crouched, parched heart

 like a tiger ready to kill; a flame's fierce licks under the skin.

 Into my life, larger than life, beautiful, you strolled in.

 I hid in my ordinary days, in the long grass of routine,

 in my camouflage rooms. You sprawled in my gaze,

 staring back from anyone's face, from the shape of a cloud,

 from the pining, earth-struck moon which gapes at me

 and I open the bedroom door. The curtains stir. There you are

 on the bed, like a gift, like a touchable dream.

