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Note


         

         With a few exceptions, the poems in this volume were written in 1960 and 1961; that is, after the publication of The Colossus and before the composition of the poems in Ariel.
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Wuthering Heights


            

            
               
                  The horizons ring me like faggots,

                  Tilted and disparate, and always unstable.

                  Touched by a match, they might warm me,

                  And their fine lines singe

                  The air to orange

                  Before the distances they pin evaporate,

                  Weighting the pale sky with a solider colour.

                  But they only dissolve and dissolve

                  Like a series of promises, as I step forward.

               

               
                  There is no life higher than the grasstops

                  Or the hearts of sheep, and the wind

                  Pours by like destiny, bending

                  Everything in one direction.

                  I can feel it trying

                  To funnel my heat away.

                  If I pay the roots of the heather

                  Too close attention, they will invite me

                  To whiten my bones among them.

               

               
                  The sheep know where they are,

                  Browsing in their dirty wool-clouds,

                  Grey as the weather.

                  The black slots of their pupils take me in.

                  It is like being mailed into space,

                  A thin, silly message.

                  They stand about in grandmotherly disguise,

                  All wig curls and yellow teeth

                  And hard, marbly baas. 

               

               
                  I come to wheel ruts, and water

                  Limpid as the solitudes

                  That flee through my fingers.

                  Hollow doorsteps go from grass to grass;

                  Lintel and sill have unhinged themselves.

                  Of people the air only

                  Remembers a few odd syllables.

                  It rehearses them moaningly:

                  Black stone, black stone.

               

               
                  The sky leans on me, me, the one upright

                  Among all horizontals.

                  The grass is beating its head distractedly.

                  It is too delicate

                  For a life in such company;

                  Darkness terrifies it.

                  Now, in valleys narrow

                  And black as purses, the house lights

                  Gleam like small change.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
Pheasant


            

            
               
                  You said you would kill it this morning.

                  Do not kill it. It startles me still,

                  The jut of that odd, dark head, pacing

               

               
                  Through the uncut grass on the elm’s hill.

                  It is something to own a pheasant,

                  Or just to be visited at all.

               

               
                  I am not mystical: it isn’t

                  As if I thought it had a spirit.

                  It is simply in its element.

               

               
                  That gives it a kingliness, a right.

                  The print of its big foot last winter,

                  The tail-track, on the snow in our court —

               

               
                  The wonder of it, in that pallor,

                  Through crosshatch of sparrow and starling.

                  Is it its rareness, then? It is rare.

               

               
                  But a dozen would be worth having,

                  A hundred, on that hill — green and red,

                  Crossing and recrossing: a fine thing!

               

               
                  It is such a good shape, so vivid.

                  It’s a little cornucopia.

                  It unclaps, brown as a leaf, and loud,

               

               
                  Settles in the elm, and is easy.

                  It was sunning in the narcissi.

                  I trespass stupidly. Let be, let be.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
Crossing the Water


            

            
               
                  Black lake, black boat, two black, cut-paper people.

                  Where do the black trees go that drink here?

                  Their shadows must cover Canada.

               

               
                  A little light is filtering from the water flowers.

                  Their leaves do not wish us to hurry:

                  They are round and flat and full of dark advice.

               

               
                  Cold worlds shake from the oar.

                  The spirit of blackness is in us, it is in the fishes.

                  A snag is lifting a valedictory, pale hand;

               

               
                  Stars open among the lilies.

                  Are you not blinded by such expressionless sirens?

                  This is the silence of astounded souls. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
Finisterre


            

            
               
                  This was the land’s end: the last fingers, knuckled and rheumatic,

                  Cramped on nothing. Black

                  Admonitory cliffs, and the sea exploding

                  With no bottom, or anything on the other side of it,

                  Whitened by the faces of the drowned.

                  Now it is only gloomy, a dump of rocks —

                  Leftover soldiers from old, messy wars.

                  The sea cannons into their ear, but they don’t budge.

                  Other rocks hide their grudges under the water.

               

               
                  The cliffs are edged with trefoils, stars and bells

                  Such as fingers might embroider, close to death,

                  Almost too small for the mists to bother with.

                  The mists are part of the ancient paraphernalia —

                  Souls, rolled in the doom-noise of the sea.

                  They bruise the rocks out of existence, then resurrect them.

                  They go up without hope, like sighs.

                  I walk among them, and they stuff my mouth with cotton.

                  When they free me, I am beaded with tears.
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