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Ithaka 

As you set out for Ithaka  

hope your road is a long one,  

full of adventure, full of discovery.  

Laistrygonians, Cyclops,  

angry Poseidon—don’t be afraid of them:  

you’ll never find things like that on your way  

as long as you keep your thoughts raised high,  

as long as a rare excitement  

stirs your spirit and your body.  

Laistrygonians, Cyclops,  

wild Poseidon—you won’t encounter them  

unless you bring them along inside your soul,  

unless your soul sets them up in front of you.  

Hope your road is a long one.  

May there be many summer mornings when,  

with what pleasure, what joy,  

you enter harbors you’re seeing for the first time;  

may you stop at Phoenician trading stations  

to buy fine things,  

mother of pearl and coral, amber and ebony,  

sensual perfume of every kind—  

as many sensual perfumes as you can;  

and may you visit many Egyptian cities  

to learn and go on learning from their scholars.  

Keep Ithaka always in your mind.  

Arriving there is what you’re destined for.  

But don’t hurry the journey at all.  

Better if it lasts for years,  

so you’re old by the time you reach the island,  

wealthy with all you’ve gained on the way,  

not expecting Ithaka to make you rich.  

Ithaka gave you the marvelous journey.  

Without her you wouldn't have set out.  

She has nothing left to give you now.  
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And if you find her poor, Ithaka won’t have fooled you.  

Wise as you will have become, so full of experience,  

you’ll have understood by then what these Ithakas mean. 

 

  Constantine P. Cavafy, 1911 
  translated Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard, 1975 

 

 

 

Easter, 1916 

I 

I have met them at close of day 

Coming with vivid faces 

From counter or desk among grey 

Eighteenth-century houses. 

I have passed with a nod of the head 

Or polite meaningless words, 

Or have lingered awhile and said 

Polite meaningless words, 

And thought before I had done 

Of a mocking tale or a gibe 

To please a companion 

Around the fire at the club, 

Being certain that they and I 

But lived where motley is worn: 

All changed, changed utterly: 

A terrible beauty is born.  

II 

That woman's days were spent 

In ignorant good will, 

Her nights in argument 

Until her voice grew shrill. 

What voice more sweet than hers 
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When young and beautiful, 

She rode to harriers? 

This man had kept a school 

And rode our winged horse. 

This other his helper and friend 

Was coming into his force; 

He might have won fame in the end, 

So sensitive his nature seemed, 

So daring and sweet his thought. 

This other man I had dreamed 

A drunken, vain-glorious lout. 

He had done most bitter wrong 

To some who are near my heart, 

Yet I number him in the song; 

He, too, has resigned his part 

In the casual comedy; 

He, too, has been changed in his turn, 

Transformed utterly: 

A terrible beauty is born. 

III 

Hearts with one purpose alone 

Through summer and winter, seem 

Enchanted to a stone 

To trouble the living stream. 

The horse that comes from the road, 

The rider, the birds that range 

From cloud to tumbling cloud, 

Minute by minute change. 

A shadow of cloud on the stream 

Changes minute by minute; 

A horse-hoof slides on the brim; 

And a horse plashes within it 

Where long-legged moor-hens dive 

And hens to moor-cocks call. 

Minute by minute they live: 

The stone's in the midst of all. 
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IV 

Too long a sacrifice 

Can make a stone of the heart. 

O when may it suffice? 

That is heaven's part, our part 

To murmur name upon name, 

As a mother names her child 

When sleep at last has come 

On limbs that had run wild. 

What is it but nightfall? 

No, no, not night but death. 

Was it needless death after all? 

For England may keep faith 

For all that is done and said. 

We know their dream; enough 

To know they dreamed and are dead. 

And what if excess of love 

Bewildered them till they died? 

I write it out in a verse— 

MacDonagh and MacBride 

And Connolly and Pearse 

Now and in time to be, 

Wherever green is worn, 

Are changed, changed utterly: 

A terrible beauty is born. 

  W. B. Yeats, 1920 

 

 

In Memory of W. B. Yeats  

I 
 

He disappeared in the dead of winter:  

The brooks were frozen, the airports almost deserted,  

And snow disfigured the public statues;  

The mercury sank in the mouth of the dying day.  
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What instruments we have agree  

The day of his death was a dark cold day.  
 

Far from his illness  

The wolves ran on through the evergreen forests,  

The peasant river was untempted by the fashionable quays;  

By mourning tongues  

The death of the poet was kept from his poems.  
 

But for him it was his last afternoon as himself,  

An afternoon of nurses and rumours;  

The provinces of his body revolted,  

The squares of his mind were empty,  

Silence invaded the suburbs,  

The current of his feeling failed; he became his admirers.  
 

Now he is scattered among a hundred cities  

And wholly given over to unfamiliar affections,  

To find his happiness in another kind of wood  

And be punished under a foreign code of conscience.  

The words of a dead man  

Are modified in the guts of the living.  
 

But in the importance and noise of to-morrow  

When the brokers are roaring like beasts on the floor of the Bourse,  

And the poor have the sufferings to which they are fairly accustomed,  

And each in the cell of himself is almost convinced of his freedom,  

A few thousand will think of this day  

As one thinks of a day when one did something slightly unusual.  
 

What instruments we have agree  

The day of his death was a dark cold day.  

 

II 

 

You were silly like us; your gift survived it all:  

The parish of rich women, physical decay,  

Yourself. Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry.  

Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still,  

For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives  

In the valley of its making where executives  
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Would never want to tamper, flows on south  

From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,  

Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives,  

A way of happening, a mouth.  

 

III 

 

Earth, receive an honoured guest:  

William Yeats is laid to rest.  

Let the Irish vessel lie  

Emptied of its poetry.  

 

In the nightmare of the dark  

All the dogs of Europe bark,  

And the living nations wait,  

Each sequestered in its hate;  

 

Intellectual disgrace  

Stares from every human face,  

And the seas of pity lie  

Locked and frozen in each eye.  

 

Follow, poet, follow right  

To the bottom of the night,  

With your unconstraining voice  

Still persuade us to rejoice;  

 

With the farming of a verse  

Make a vineyard of the curse,  

Sing of human unsuccess  

In a rapture of distress;  

In the deserts of the heart  

Let the healing fountain start,  

In the prison of his days  

Teach the free man how to praise. 

W. H. Auden, 1939 
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What He Thought 
for Fabio Doplicher 

We were supposed to do a job in Italy 

and, full of our feeling for 

ourselves (our sense of being 

Poets from America) we went 

from Rome to Fano, met 

the Mayor, mulled  

a couple matters over. (what’s  

cheap date, they asked us; what’s  

flat drink). Among Italian literati  

we could recognize our counterparts:  

the academic, the apologist,  

the arrogant, the amorous, 

the brazen and the glib – and there was one 

administrator (the conservative), in suit 

of regulation gray, who like a good tour guide 

with measured pace and uninflected tone narrated 

sights and histories the hired van hauled us past. 

Of all he was most politic and least poetic,  

so it seemed. Our last few days in Rome  

(when all but three of the New World Bards had flown) 

I found a book of poems this 

unprepossessing one had written: it was there 

in the pensione room (a room he'd recommended) 

where it must have been abandoned by 

the German visitor (was there a bus of them?)  

to whom he had inscribed and dated it a month before.  

I couldn't read Italian either, so I put the book 

back in the wardrobe's dark. We last Americans 

were due to leave tomorrow. For our parting evening then 

our host chose something in a family restaurant, and there 

we sat and chatted, sat and chewed,  

till, sensible it was our last  

big chance to be poetic, make 

our mark, one of us asked 

   "What's poetry? 

Is it the fruits and vegetables 

and marketplace of Campo dei Fiori or 
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the statue there?" Because I was 

the glib one, I identified the answer 

instantly, I didn't have to think –  "The truth 

is both, it's both!" I blurted out. But that 

was easy. That was easiest to say. What followed 

taught me something about difficulty,  

for our underestimated host spoke out 

all of a sudden, with a rising passion, and he said:  

The statue represents Giordano Bruno, 

brought to be burned in the public square 

because of his offence against  

authority, which is to say 

the Church. His crime was his belief 

the universe does not revolve around 

the human being: God is no 

fixed point or central government but rather is 

poured in waves, through all things. All things 

move. "If God is not the soul itself, He is 

the soul of the soul of the world." Such was 

his heresy. The day they brought him  

forth to die, they feared he might  

incite the crowd (the man was famous 

for his eloquence). And so his captors 

placed upon his face 

an iron mask, in which 

 

he could not speak. That’s 

how they burned him. That is how  

he died: without a word, 

in front of everyone.  

     And poetry –  

(we'd all  

put down our forks by now, to listen to 

the man in gray; he went on  

softly) –  

   poetry is what 

he thought, but did not say.  

 

    Heather McHugh, 1994 
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This be the verse  
 

They fuck you up, your mum and dad. 

They may not mean to, but they do. 

They fill you with the faults they had 

And add some extra, just for you. 

 

But they were fucked up in their turn 

By fools in old-style hats and coats, 

Who half the time were soppy-stern 

And half at one another's throats. 

 

Man hands on misery to man. 

It deepens like a coastal shelf. 

Get out as early as you can, 

And don't have any kids yourself. 

 

Philip Larkin, 1971 

 

 

Aubade 
 

I work all day, and get half drunk at night. 

Waking at four to soundless dark, I stare. 

In time the curtain edges will grow light. 

Till then I see what's really always there: 

Unresting death, a whole day nearer now, 

Making all thought impossible but how 

And where and when I shall myself die. 

Arid interrogation: yet the dread 

Of dying, and being dead, 

Flashes afresh to hold and horrify.  

The mind blanks at the glare. Not in remorse 

–The good not used, the love not given, time 

Torn off unused – nor wretchedly because 

An only life can take so long to climb 

Clear of its wrong beginnings, and may never: 
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But at the total emptiness forever, 

The sure extinction that we travel to 

And shall be lost in always. Not to be here, 

Not to be anywhere, 

And soon; nothing more terrible, nothing more true.  

This is a special way of being afraid 

No trick dispels. Religion used to try, 

That vast moth-eaten musical brocade 

Created to pretend we never die, 

And specious stuff that says no rational being 

Can fear a thing it cannot feel, not seeing 

That this is what we fear – no sight, no sound, 

No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with, 

Nothing to love or link with, 

The anaesthetic from which none come round.  

And so it stays just on the edge of vision, 

A small unfocused blur, a standing chill 

That slows each impulse down to indecision 

Most things may never happen: this one will, 

And realisation of it rages out 

In furnace fear when we are caught without 

People or drink. Courage is no good: 

It means not scaring others. Being brave 

Lets no-one off the grave. 

Death is no different whined at than withstood.  

Slowly light strengthens, and the room takes shape. 

It stands plain as a wardrobe, what we know, 

Have always known, know that we can't escape 

Yet can't accept. One side will have to go. 

Meanwhile telephones crouch, getting ready to ring 

In locked-up offices, and all the uncaring 

Intricate rented world begins to rouse. 

The sky is white as clay, with no sun. 

Work has to be done. 

Postmen like doctors go from house to house.  

Philip Larkin, 1977 
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from Omeros Book One, Chapter III 

 
And now the villagers emerged from the green shade  

of the almonds and wax-leaved manchineels, for the face-off  

that Hector wanted. Achille walked off and waited  

 

at the warm shallows' edge. Hector strode towards him.  

The villagers followed, as the surf abated  

its sound, its fear cowering at the beach's rim.  

 

Then, far out at sea, in a sparkling shower  

arrows of rain arched from the emerald breakwater  

of the reef, the shafts travelling with clear power  

 

in the sun, and behind them, ranged for the slaughter,  

stood villagers, shouting, with a sound like the shoal, 

and hoisting arms to the light. Hector ran, splashing  

 

in shallows mixed with the drizzle, towards Achille,  

his cutlass lifted. The surf, in anger, gnashing  

its tail like a foaming dogfight. Men can kill  

 

their own brothers in rage, but the madman who tore  

Achille's undershirt from one shoulder also tore  

at his heart. The rage that he felt against Hector  

 

was shame. To go crazy for an old bailing tin  

crusted with rust! The duel of these fishermen  

was over a shadow and its name was Helen. 

 
Derek Walcott, 1990 

  
 

  



Picton 2017 Millennium Approaches Voices 8A:12 

 

 

The Man with Night Sweats 
 

I wake up cold, I who  

Prospered through dreams of heat    

Wake to their residue,    

Sweat, and a clinging sheet.    

 

My flesh was its own shield:    

Where it was gashed, it healed.  

 

I grew as I explored    

The body I could trust    

Even while I adored  

The risk that made robust,  

 

A world of wonders in  

Each challenge to the skin.  

 

I cannot but be sorry  

The given shield was cracked,  

My mind reduced to hurry,    

My flesh reduced and wrecked.  

 

I have to change the bed,    

But catch myself instead  

 

Stopped upright where I am    

Hugging my body to me    

As if to shield it from    

The pains that will go through me,  

           

As if hands were enough    

To hold an avalanche off. 
 

Thom Gunn, 1992 
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A Downward Look 

Seen from above, the sky 

Is deep. Clouds float down there, 

 

Foam on a long luxurious bath. 

Their shadows over limbs submerged in "air." 

 

Over protuberances, faults,  

A delta thicket, glide. On high, the love 

 

That drew the bath and scattered it with salts 

 

Still radiates new projects old as day, 

And hardly registers the tug 

 

When, far beneath, a wrinkled, baby hand 

Happens upon the plug. 

 

   James Merrill, 1995 

 

 

 

 

 

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. 
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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 adulteress, 

before they punished you 

 

you were flaxen-haired, 

undernourished, and your 

tar-black face was beautiful. 

My poor scapegoat, 

 

I almost love you 

but would have cast, I know, 

the stones of silence. 

I am the artful voyeur 

 

of your brain's exposed 

and darkening 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, 
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who would connive 

in civilised outrage 

yet understand the exact 

and tribal, intimate revenge. 

 

Seamus Heaney, 1975 

 

 

 

Postscript 

And some time make the time to drive out west 

Into County Clare, along the Flaggy Shore, 

In September or October, when the wind 

And the light are working off each other 

So that the ocean on one side is wild 

With foam and glitter, and inland among stones 

The surface of a slate-grey lake is lit 

By the earthed lightening of flock of swans, 

Their feathers roughed and ruffling, white on white, 

Their fully-grown headstrong-looking heads 

Tucked or cresting or busy underwater. 

Useless to think you'll park or capture it 

More thoroughly. You are neither here nor there, 

A hurry through which known and strange things pass 

As big soft buffetings come at the car sideways 

And catch the heart off guard and blow it open  

Seamus Heaney, 1995 


