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            PREFACE

         

         When my editor Matthew Hollis first invited me to assemble an anthology to appear during my time as Poet Laureate, I began to imagine a poetry treasure-hunt using a map and a clock to travel, and time-travel, these islands. As my ideal companion on this scavenging, I chose Gillian Clarke – the National Poet of Wales (2008–16) – who is one of the most fervent advocates of the art I know. Our journey was one of shared enthusiasms in poetry’s loved landscape, lone wanderings off the beaten track to forage, return and share, or an enthralled standing-still to listen to the diverse sounds of poets, past and present, from England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales. ‘Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises.’

         We were clear that the magical properties of our map and clock were not to be used to assert or to reflect a British or Irish canon, but rather that they bestowed a freedom to tour and to celebrate the music, accents, surprises, variousness and fierce independence of poets from the earliest times to our own 21st century, from Anon to the emerging Zaffar Kunial. As on any journey, we spent time visiting great landmarks, but we also made sure to explore the hamlets, the backwaters, the local bars and the wrong side of the tracks – often the places where poets are to be found. It is not the destiny of every poet to outlast their own map and clock, but sometimes, perhaps, one of their poems might. With all our wanderings, foragings and listenings, we tried to find as many delights as we could to cram into our poetry backpacks and smuggle through Customs. Poetry should always be duty-free.

         Although the earliest poems of these islands were orally composed, we chose to begin with the earliest acknowledged written poem, ‘Caedmon’s Hymn’, beautifully translated here by Paul Muldoon; and where we intuit that the clock ticks significantly forward for poetry, we indicate this by a brief section marker. There are poets who write across these markers, and our placements may reflect a context or theme as much as a rigid chronology. Some great poets from the past, even the recent past, rightly claim more time from the clock, more space from the map. In the case of living poets, we restricted ourselves to one poem from each, and have taken great pleasure in including as diverse and generous a range of voices as possible within the spirit of this journey.

         We would like to thank Ty Nwydd, the Writers’ Centre of Wales, and Adam Horovitz, for hospitality, poem sourcing, and photocopying help in the initial stages of this book, and Bernard O’Donoghue for his wise and generous advice on the early texts. Our warm thanks to Stephen Raw for the textual illustrations.

         
             

         

         CAROL ANN DUFFY
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               Caedmon’s Hymn

            

            
               
                  Now we must praise to the skies,    the Keeper of the heavenly kingdom,

                  The might of the Measurer,    all he has in mind,

                  The work of the Father of Glory,    of all manner of marvel,

               

               
                  Our eternal Master,    the main mover.

                  It was he who first summoned up,    on our behalf,

                  Heaven as a roof,    the holy Maker.

               

               
                  Then this middle-earth,    the Watcher over humankind,

                  Our eternal Master,    would later assign

                  The precinct of men,    the Lord Almighty.

               

               
                  CAEDMON 

translated by Paul Muldoon

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Song to a Child

            

            
               
                  Dinogad’s smock is pied, pied –

                  Made it out of marten hide.

                  Whit, whit, whistle along,

                  Eight slaves with you sing the song.

               

               
                  When your dad went to hunt,

                  Spear on his shoulder, cudgel in hand,

                  He called his quick dogs, ‘Giff, you wretch,

                  Gaff, catch her, catch her, fetch, fetch!’

               

               
                  From a coracle he’d spear

                  Fish as a lion strikes a deer.

                  When your dad went to the crag

                  He brought down roebuck, boar and stag,

                  Speckled grouse from the mountain tall,

                  Fish from Derwent waterfall.

               

               
                  Whatever your dad found with his spear,

                  Boar or wild cat, fox or deer,

                  Unless it flew, would never get clear.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Tony Conran

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Jesus and the Sparrows

            

            
               
                  The little lad, five years of age

                  – Son of the living God –

                  Blessed twelve puddles he’d just then coaxed

                  From water and from mud.

               

               
                  Twelve statuettes he made next;

                  ‘Sparrows shall you be named’

                  He whispered to those perfect shapes

                  That Sabbath in his game.

               

               
                  ‘Who plays with toys this holy day?’

                  A Jew scowled at the scene

                  And marched the culprit straight to Joseph

                  To scold his foster-son.

               

               
                  ‘What sort of brat have you brought up

                  That wastes his sacred time

                  Scrabbling in mud on the Sabbath Day

                  To make bird-dolls from slime?’

               

               
                  At that the lad clapped two small hands

                  And with sweet piping words

                  Called on the dolls before their eyes

                  To rise as living birds.

               

               
                  No music ever heard was sweeter

                  Than the music from his mouth

                  When he told those birds ‘Fly to your homes

                  To east and west and south.’

               

               
                  The story spread throughout the land

                  And is heard down to this day

                  And all who hear it still can hear

                  The sparrows’ voices pray.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Patrick Crotty

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               from Beowulf

            

            
               
                  These were hard times, heart-breaking

                  for the prince of the Shieldings; powerful counsellors,

                  the highest in the land, would lend advice,

                  plotting how best the bold defenders

                  might resist and beat off sudden attacks.

                  Sometimes at pagan shrines they vowed

                  offerings to idols, swore oaths

                  that the killer of souls might come to their aid

                  and save the people. That was their way,

                  their heathenish hope; deep in their hearts

                  they remembered hell. The Almighty Judge

                  of good deeds and bad, the Lord God,

                  Head of the Heavens and High King of the World,

                  was unknown to them. Oh, cursed is he

                  who in time of trouble has to thrust his soul

                  in the fire’s embrace, forfeiting help;

                  he has nowhere to turn. But blessed is he

                  who after death can approach the Lord

                  and find friendship in the Father’s embrace.

               

               
                  So that troubled time continued, woe

                  that never stopped, steady affliction

                  for Halfdane’s son, too hard an ordeal.

                  There was panic after dark, people endured

                  raids in the night, riven by the terror.

               

               
                  When he heard about Grendel, Hygelac’s thane

                  was on home ground, over in Geatland.

                  There was no one else like him alive.

                  In his day, he was the mightiest man on earth,

                  high-born and powerful. He ordered a boat

                  that would ply the waves. He announced his plan:

                  to sail the swan’s road and search out that king,

                  the famous prince who needed defenders.

                  Nobody tried to keep him from going,

                  no elder denied him, dear as he was to them.

                  Instead, they inspected omens and spurred

                  his ambition to go, whilst he moved about

                  like the leader he was, enlisting men,

                  the best he could find; with fourteen others

                  the warrior boarded the boat as captain,

                  a canny pilot along coast and currents.

               

               
                  Time went by, the boat was on water,

                  in close under the cliffs.

                  Men climbed eagerly up the gangplank,

                  sand churned in surf, warriors loaded

                  a cargo of weapons, shining war-gear

                  in the vessel’s hold, then heaved out,

                  away with a will in their wood-wreathed ship.

                  Over the waves, with the wind behind her

                  and foam at her neck, she flew like a bird

                  until her curved prow had covered the distance

                  and on the following day, at the due hour,

                  those seafarers sighted land,

                  sunlit cliffs, sheer crags

                  and looming headlands, the landfall they sought.

                  It was the end of their voyage and the Geats vaulted

                  over the side, out on to the sand,

                  and moored their ship. There was a clash of mail

                  and a thresh of gear. They thanked God

                  for that easy crossing on a calm sea.

               

               
                  When the watchman on the wall, the Shieldings’ lookout

                  whose job it was to guard the sea-cliffs,

                  saw shields glittering on the gangplank

                  and battle-equipment being unloaded

                  he had to find out who and what

                  the arrivals were. So he rode to the shore,

                  this horseman of Hrothgar’s, and challenged them

                  in formal terms, flourishing his spear:

               

               
                  ‘What kind of men are you who arrive

                  rigged out for combat in coats of mail,

                  sailing here over the sea-lanes

                  in your steep-hulled boat? I have been stationed

                  as lookout on this coast for a long time.

                  My job is to watch the waves for raiders,

                  any danger to the Danish shore.

                  Never before has a force under arms

                  disembarked so openly – not bothering to ask

                  if the sentries allowed them safe passage

                  or the clan had consented. Nor have I seen

                  a mightier man-at-arms on this earth

                  than the one standing here: unless I am mistaken,

                  he is truly noble. This is no mere

                  hanger-on in a hero’s armour.

                  So now, before you fare inland

                  as interlopers, I have to be informed

                  about who you are and where you hail from.

                  Outsiders from across the water,

                  I say it again: the sooner you tell

                  where you come from and why, the better.’

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Seamus Heaney

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               from The Gododdin

            

            
               
                  Men went to Catraeth, keen their war-band.

                  Pale mead their portion, it was poison.

                  Three hundred under orders to fight.

                  And after celebration, silence.

                  Though they went to churches for shriving,

                  True is the tale, death confronted them.

               

               
                                                           *

               

               
                  Men went to Catraeth at dawn:

                  All their fears had been put to flight.

                  Three hundred clashed with ten thousand.

                  They stained their spears ruddy with blood.

                  He held firm, bravest in battle,

                  Before Mynyddawg Mwynfawr’s men.

               

               
                                                           *

               

               
                  Men went to Catraeth at dawn:

                  Their high spirits lessened their life-spans.

                  They drank mead, gold and sweet, ensnaring;

                  For a year the minstrels were merry.

                  Red their swords, let the blades remain

                  Uncleansed, white shields and four-sided spearheads,

                  Before Mynyddawg Mwynfawr’s men.

               

               
                                                           *

               

               
                  Men went to Catraeth at morn.

                  He made certain the shame of armies;

                  They made sure that a bier was needed.

                  The most savage blades in Christendom,

                  He contrived, no request for a truce,

                  A blood-path and death for his foeman.

                  When he was before Gododdin’s band

                  Neirthiad’s deeds showed a hero’s bold heart.

               

               
                                                           *

               

               
                  No cowards could bear the hall’s uproar.

                  Before battle a battle broke out

                  Like a fire that rages when kindled.

                  On Tuesday they donned their dark armour,

                  On Wednesday, bitter their meeting,

                  On Thursday, terms were agreed on,

                  On Friday, dead men without number,

                  On Saturday, fearless, they worked as one,

                  On Sunday, crimson blades were their lot,

                  On Monday, men were seen waist-deep in blood.

                  After defeat, the Gododdin say,

                  Before Madawg’s tent on his return

                  There came but one man in a hundred.

               

               
                  ANEIRIN 

translated by Joseph P. Clancy

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Bede’s Death Song

            

            
               
                  Before the journey that awaits us all,

                  No man becomes so wise that he does not

                  Need to think out, before his going hence,

                  What judgment will be given to his soul

                  After his death, of evil or of good.

               

               
                  BEDE 

translated by Richard Hamer

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Death Song for Owain ab Urien

            

            
               
                  God, consider the soul’s need

                      Of Owain son of Urien!

                  Rheged’s prince, secret in loam:

                      No shallow work, to praise him!

               

               
                  A strait grave, a man much praised,

                      His whetted spear the wings of dawn:

                  That lord of bright Llwyfenydd,

                      Where is his peer?

               

               
                  Reaper of enemies; strong of grip;

                      One kind with his fathers;

                  Owain, to slay Fflamddwyn,

                      Thought it no more than sleep.

               

               
                  Sleepeth the wide host of England

                      With light in their eyes,

                  And those that had not fled

                      Were braver than were wise.

               

               
                  Owain dealt them doom

                      As the wolves devour sheep;

                  That warrior, bright of harness,

                      Gave stallions for the bard.

               

               
                  Though he hoarded wealth like a miser,

                      For his soul’s sake he gave it.

                  God, consider the soul’s need

                      Of Owain son of Urien.

               

               
                  TALIESIN 

translated by Tony Conran

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               ‘Birdsong from a willow tree’

            

            
               
                  Birdsong from a willow tree.

                  Whet-note music, clear, airy;

                  Inky treble, yellow bill –

                  Blackbird, practising his scale.

               

               
                  ANON

translated by Seamus Heaney

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               The Battle of Brunanburh

            

            
               
                  Æthelstan, the King, ruler of earls

                  and ring-giver to men, and Prince Eadmund

                  his brother, earned this year fame everlasting

                  with the blades of their swords in battle

                  at Brunanburh; with their well-wrought weapons

                  both Eadweard’s sons cleaved the linden shields,

                  cut through the shield-wall; as was only fitting

                  for men of their lineage, they often carried arms

                  against some foe in defence of their land,

                  their treasure, their homes. The enemy perished,

                  fated Scots and seafarers

                  fell in the fight; from the hour when that great

                  constellation the sun, the burning candle

                  of God eternal, first glides above the earth

                  until at last that lordly creation

                  sinks into its bower, the battlefield flowed

                  with dark blood. Many a warrior lay there,

                  spreadeagled by spears, many a Norse seafarer

                  stabbed above his shield and many a weary Scot,

                  surfeited by war. All day,

                  in troops together, the West Saxons

                  pursued those hateful people,

                  hewed down the fugitives fiercely from behind

                  with their sharpened swords. The Mercians did not stint

                  hard handplay to any of the heroes

                  who, fated to fight, sought this land

                  with Anlaf, sailed in the ship’s hold

                  over the surging sea. Five young kings

                  sprawled on that field of battle,

                  put to sleep by swords; likewise seven

                  of Anlaf’s earls and countless in the host,

                  seafarers and Scots. There, the Norse king

                  was forced to flee, driven to the ship’s prow

                  with a small bodyguard; the little ship

                  scurried out to sea, the king sped

                  over the dark waves and so saved his life.

                  Constantine, too, (a man of discretion)

                  fled north to the comforts of his own country;

                  deprived of kinsmen and comrades cut down

                  in the strife, that old warrior

                  had no reason whatsoever to relish

                  the swordplay; he left his son

                  savaged by weapons on that field of slaughter,

                  a mere boy in battle. That wily, grizzled warrior

                  had no grounds at all to boast about the fight,

                  and neither did Anlaf; with their leavings

                  of an army, they could scarcely exult

                  that things went their own way

                  in the thick of battle – at the crash of standards

                  and the clash of spears, at the conflict of weapons

                  and struggle of men – when they grappled

                  on that slaughter-field with Eadweard’s sons.

                  Then the Norsemen made off in their nailed boats,

                  sad survivors shamed in battle,

                  they crossed the deep water from Dingesmere

                  to the shelter of Dublin, Ireland once more.

                  Likewise both brothers together,

                  king and prince, returned to Wessex,

                  their own country, exulting in war.

                  They left behind them to devour the corpses,

                  relish the carrion, the horny-beaked raven

                  garbed in black, and the grey-coated

                  eagle (a greedy war-hawk)

                  with its white tail, and that grey beast,

                  the wolf in the wood. Never, before this,

                  were more men in this island slain

                  by the sword’s edge – as books and aged sages

                  confirm – since Angles and Saxons sailed here

                  from the east, sought the Britons over the wide seas,

                  since those warsmiths hammered the Welsh,

                  and earls, eager for glory, overran the land.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Kevin Crossley-Holland

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The King of Connacht

            

            
               
                  ‘Have you seen Hugh,

                  The Connacht king in the field?’

                  ‘All that we saw

                  Was his shadow under his shield.’

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Frank O’Connor

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Wulf

            

            
               
                  The men of my people will hunt him as game.

                  They will kill him if he comes with force.

               

               
                          It is different with us.

               

               
                  Wulf is on one shore, I on another,

                  fast is that island, thickened with fens;

                  fierce are the men who guard it:

                  they will kill him if he comes with force.

               

               
                          It is different with us.

               

               
                  It was rainy weather, and I sat down and wept,

                  and grieved for my Wulf, his far wanderings,

                  when a battle-quick captain laid me down;

                  that was peace for a moment, but only a moment.

               

               
                  Wulf, my Wulf, it was wanting you

                  that made me sick, your never coming,

                  the unanswered heart, no mere starvation.

               

               
                  Do you hear, Eadwacer? Wulf will carry

                  our whelp to the woods.

               

               
                  Men easily break what is never bound.

                  Our song, for one.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Matthew Hollis

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               ‘Wind fierce to-night’

            

            
               
                  Wind fierce to-night.

                  Mane of the sea whipped white.

                  I am not afraid. No ravening Norse

                  On course through quiet waters.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Seamus Heaney

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Wife’s Lament

            

            
               
                  I sing this poem full of grief.

                                                  Full of sorrow about my life.

                  Ready to say the cruel state

                                                  I have endured, early and late,

                  And never more I will tell

                                                  Than now – now that exile

                  Has fallen to me with all its pain.

                                                  My lord had gone, had fled away

                  Over the sea. The break of day

                                                  Found me grieving for a prince

                  Who had left his people. Then at once

                                                  I set out on my journey,

                  Little more than a refugee,

                                                  Lacking a retinue and friends,

                  With needy means and needy ends.

                                                  They plotted together, his kith and kin.

                  They met in secret, they made a plan

                                                  To keep us as far apart, away

                  From each other, night and day

                                                  As ever they could while making sure

                  I would feel anguish and desire.

                                                  My lord and master made his will

                  Plain to me: He said, be still:

                                                  Stay right here, in this place.

                  And here I am – penniless, friendless,

                                                  Lacking him, my heart’s companion

                  And sad indeed because our union

                                                  Suited me so well, so well

                  And for so long. And yet the real

                                                  State of his heart, the actual weakness

                  Of his mind, the true darkness

                                                  Of murderous sin was hidden away.

                  And yet I well remember the day,

                                                  Our singular joy on this earth

                  When we two vowed that only death

                                                  Could separate us. Now I see

                  Love itself has deserted me:

                                                  Love that was so true, so trusted

                  Is now as if it never existed.

                                                  Wherever I go, far or near,

                  Enmity springs from what is dear.

                                                  I was commanded to this grove

                  Under an oak tree, to this cave –

                                                  An ancient cave – and I am filled

                  With longing here where hedges, wild

                                                  With briars, valleys, rolling,

                  Steep hills make a joyless dwelling.

                                                  Often here, the fact of his leaving

                  Seizes my heart. There are lovers living

                                                  On this earth who keep their beds

                  While I am walking in the woods

                                                  Through these caves alone at dawn.

                  Here I sit. Here I mourn,

                                                  Through the summer hours, all my woes,

                  My exiled state. I can’t compose

                                                  My careworn heart nor ease the strife

                  Of that desire which is my life.

                                                  Let a young man be sober, tough

                  And sunny withal however weighed

                                                  Down his soul, however sad.

                  May his self be its only source.

                                                  My lost lord, my lover-felon –

                  Let him be cast from his land alone

                                                  By an icy cliff in a cold storm.

                  Let his own mind bedevil him

                                                  With weariness as the water flows

                  Far below his makeshift house.

                                                  Let my weary friend beside the sea

                  Suffer his cruel anxiety.

                                                  Let him be reminded in this place

                  Of another dwelling: all its grace,

                                                  And all the affliction, all the cost

                  Of longing for a love that’s lost.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Eavan Boland

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Exile

            

            
               
                  What happier fortune can one find

                  Than with the girl who pleased one’s mind

                  To leave one’s home and friends behind

                  And sail on the first favouring wind?

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Frank O’Connor

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               from The Seafarer

            

            
               
                  I sing my own true story, tell my travels,

                  How I have often suffered times of hardship

                  In days of labour, and have undergone

                  Bitter anxiety, my troubled home

                  On many a ship has been the heaving waves,

                  Where grim night-watch has often been my lot

                  At the ship’s prow as it beat past the cliffs.

                  Oppressed by cold my feet were bound by frost

                  In icy bonds, while worries simmered hot

                  About my heart, and hunger from within

                  Tore the sea-weary spirit. He who lives

                  Most easily on land knows not how I

                  Have spent my winter on the ice-cold sea,

                  Wretched and anxious on the paths of exile,

                  Lacking dear friends, hung round by icicles,

                  While hail flew past in showers. There I heard nothing

                  But the resounding sea, the ice-cold waves.

                  Sometimes I made the song of the wild swan

                  My pleasure, or the gannet’s call, the cry

                  Of curlews for the missing mirth of men,

                  The singing gull instead of mead in hall.

                  Storms beat the rocky cliffs, and icy-winged

                  The tern replied, the horn-beaked eagle shrieked.

                  I had no patron there who might have soothed

                  My desolate spirit. He can little know

                  Who, proud and flushed with wine, has spent his time

                  With all the joys of life among the cities

                  Rather than baleful wanderings, how I,

                  Weary, have often suffered on the seas.

                  Night’s shadow darkened, snow came from the north,

                  Frost bound the ground and hail fell on the earth,

                  Coldest of corns. And yet the heart’s desires

                  Incite me now that I myself should go

                  On towering seas among the salt waves’ play;

                  And all the time the heartfelt wishes urge

                  The spirit to venture, that I should go forth

                  To find the lands of strangers far away.

               

               
                  ANON

translated by Richard Hamer

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               ‘There’s a lady in these parts’

            

            
               
                  There’ s a lady in these parts

                  whose name I’m slow to divulge

                  but she’s known to let off farts

                  like stones from a catapult

               

               
                  ANON

translated by Maurice Riordan

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Wish of Manchán of Liath

            

            
               
                  I wish, O son of the Living God, ancient eternal King, for a secret hut in the wilderness that it may be my dwelling.

               

               
                  A very blue shallow well to be beside it, a clear pool for washing away sins through the grace of the Holy Ghost.

               

               
                  A beautiful wood close by around it on every side, for the nurture of many-voiced birds, to shelter and hide it.

               

               
                  Facing the south for warmth, a little stream across its enclosure, a choice ground with abundant bounties which would be good for every plant.

               

               
                  A few sage disciples, I will tell their number, humble and obedient, to pray to the King.

               

               
                  Four threes, three fours, fit for every need, two sixes in the church, both south and north.

               


               
                  Six couples in addition to me myself, praying through the long ages to the King who moves the sun.

               

               
                  A lovely church decked with linen, a dwelling for God of Heaven; then, bright candles over the holy white Scriptures.

               

               
                  One room to go to for the care of the body, without wantonness, without voluptuousness, without meditation of evil.

               

               
                  This is the housekeeping I would undertake, I would choose it without concealing; fragrant fresh leeks, hens, speckled salmon, bees.

               

               
                  My fill of clothing and of food from the King of good fame, and for me to be sitting for a while praying to God in every place.

               

               
                  ANON

translated by Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Praises of God

            

            
               
                  How foolish the man

                  Who does not raise

                  His voice and praise

                  With joyful words,

                  As he alone can,

                  Heaven’s High King.

                  To Whom the light birds

                  With no soul but air,

                  All day, everywhere

                  Laudation sing.

               

               
                  ANON

translated by W. H. Auden

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The End of Clonmacnois

            

            
               
                  ‘Whence are you, learning’s son?’

                  ‘From Clonmacnois I come

                  My course of studies done,

                      I’m off to Swords again.’

                  ‘How are things keeping there?’

                  ‘Oh, things are shaping fair –

                  Foxes round churchyards bare

                      Gnawing the guts of men.’

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Frank O’Connor

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Winter Cold

            

            
               
                  Cold, cold, chill tonight is wide Moylurg; the snow is higher than a mountain, the deer cannot get at its food.

               

               
                  Eternal cold! The storm has spread on every side; each sloping furrow is a river and every ford is a full mere.

               

               
                  Each full lake is a great sea and each mere is a full lake; horses cannot get across the ford of Ross, no more can two feet get there.

               

               
                  The fishes of Ireland are roving, there is not a strand where the wave does not dash, there is not a town left in the land, not a bell is heard, no crane calls.

               

               
                  The wolves of Cuan Wood do not get repose or sleep in the lair of wolves; the little wren does n ot find shelter for her nest on the slope of Lon.

               

               
                  Woe to the company of little birds for the keen wind and the cold ice! The blackbird with its dusky back does not find a bank it would like, shelter for its side in the Woods of Cuan.

               

               
                  Snug is our cauldron on its hook, restless the blackbird on Leitir Cró; snow has crushed the wood here, it is difficult to climb up Benn Bó.

               

               
                  The eagle of brown Glen Rye gets affliction from the bitter wind; great is its misery and its suffering, the ice will get into its beak.

               

               
                  It is foolish for you – take heed of it – to rise from quilt and feather bed; there is much ice on every ford; that is why I say ‘Cold!’

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Durham

            

            
               
                  Known throughout Britain this noble city.

                  Its steep slopes and stone buildings

                  are thought a wonder; weirs contain

                  its fast river; fish of all kinds

                  thrive here in the thrusting waters.

                  A great forest has grown up here,

                  thickets throng with wild creatures;

                  deer drowse in the deep dales.

                  Everyone knows this renowned town

                  holds the body of blessèd Cuthbert,

                  also the holy head of Oswald,

                  lion of England, Eadberch and Eadfrith,

                  brothers in battle, the bishop Aidan

                  and here besides the bishop Athelwold,

                  learnèd Bede and the abbot Basil,

                  inspiring tutor to Cuthbert in youth

                  who gladly took his grave instruction.

                  Together with these tombs in the minster

                  numerous recognised relics remain

                  that work wonders, as records say,

                  where worthy men await Judgment Day.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Derek Mahon

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Advice to Lovers

            

            
               
                  The way to get on with a girl

                  Is to drift like a man in a mist,

                  Happy enough to be caught,

                  Happy to be dismissed.

               

               
                  Glad to be out of her way,

                  Glad to rejoin her in bed,

                  Equally grieved or gay

                  To learn that she’s living or dead.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Frank O’Connor

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               from Sweeney Astray

            

            
               
                  The Mournes are cold tonight,

                  my quarters are desolate:

                  no milk or honey in this land

                  of snowdrift and gusting wind.

               

               
                  In a sharp-branched holly tree

                  I shiver and waste away,

                  chilled to the bone, camped out

                  up here on the naked summit.

               

               
                  The pools are ice, frost hardens on me.

                  Then I shake and break free,

                  coming alive like a fanned ember

                  in winds sweeping north from Leinster,

               

               
                  dreaming dreams of autumn days

                  round Hallowe’en and All Hallows,

                  longing for my old ground –

                  the clear waters of Glen Bolcain.

               

               
                  Astray no more then east or west,

                  blizzards whipping my bare face,

                  atremble no more in some den,

                  a starved, pinched, raving madman,

               

               
                  but sheltered in that dappled arbour,

                  my haven, my winter harbour,

                  my refuge from the bare heath,

                  my royal fort, my king’s rath.

               

               
                  Every night I glean and raid

                  and comb the floor of the oak wood.

                  My bands work into leaf and rind,

                  roots, windfalls on the ground,

               

               
                  they rake through matted watercress

                  and grope among the bog-berries,

                  cool brooklime, sorrel, damp moss,

                  wild garlic and raspberries,

               

               
                  apples, hazel-nuts, acorns,

                  the haws of sharp, jaggy hawthorns,

                  blackberries, the floating weed,

                  the whole store of the oak wood.

               

               
                  Keep me here, Christ, far away

                  from open ground and flat country.

                  Let me suffer the cold of glens.

                  I dread the cold of open plains.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Seamus Heaney

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Writing Out of Doors

            

            
               
                  A wall of forest looms above

                      and sweetly the blackbird sings;

                  all the birds make melody

                      over me and my books and things.

               

               
                  There sings to me the cuckoo

                      from bush-citadels in grey hood.

                  God’s doom! May the Lord protect me

                      writing well, under the great wood.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by James Carney

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               from The Mabinogi: Rhiannon

            

            
               
                  It’s little more than a bump in the land, a footnote

                  in the catalogue of hills, crags and ridges,

                  felt as an ache in the thighs, the heart’s

                  flip and gulp, by those heavy

                  with mutton and wine,

               

               
                  then a subtle sense of arrival, a breeze

                  scurrying up to attend to you,

                  the green swell of crown, the fields

                  gathering below.

               

               
                  They say if you sit on the summit

                  you’ll see a sight more chilling

                  than the greys of rain,

               

               
                  or something more brilliant than

                  lightning’s snazzy gold.

               

               
                                                             *

               

               
                  From up here, everything is cloud: the grass, forest, corn,

                  even the rocks, are nuances of weather.

                  The road’s a white line through the billows.

                  Pwyll watches with his men as

                  a figure grows there:

               

               
                  a horse with a lick of sunlight on its back,

                  a horse with a knight in gilt armour,

                  a horse with a splash of silk

                  horsewoman riding,

               

               
                  not so much moving as sharpening.

                  Will she ever be real?

                  The boy he sends down

               

               
                  finds the road silent, her back

                  already dwindling.

               

               
                                                             *

               

               
                  She is woman and horse. She rides slower than daydreams.

                  She is what you’ve forgotten, where the time went.

                  Singleminded as the sun, she rides

                  always one way, and the air’s

                  warmed by her passing.

               

               
                  The man he sends after her, the second day,

                  tries slowing down; she rides slower still

                  and the road grows between them.

                  He gallops again –

               

               
                  always she dawdles away from him

                  till she’s as small as a gnat,

                  and his horse gasping.

               

               
                  She slips into yesterday

                  without being now.

               

               
                                                             *

               

               
                  On the third day he rides himself, on his sleekest horse,

                  till it’s yeasty with sweat. She is a brushstroke

                  on the stillness of the facing page,

                  illuminated in gold

                  on a green background

               

               
                  and there is always a white space between them.

                  At last he calls out to her to stop.

                  There’s a wispy sound, the sense

                  of a veil lifting,

               

               
                  and they are side-by-side, flank to flank,

                  He should have asked her sooner –

                  better for the horse.

               

               
                  They talk in time to the hoofs:

                  saddle-courtesies.

               

               
                                                             *

               

               
                  Later he will ask himself how she knew who he was

                  and why she chose him out of all the princes

                  who hunt under these lumbering clouds.

               

               
                  Now he is watching her smile

                  as it comes and goes,

               

               
                  a slip of candlelight seen under a door,

                  listening to the cluck of laughter

                  that nestles in the depths of her throat,

                  hearing himself talk back

               

               
                  in the silences she leaves for him.

                  Later they will feast and dance

                  and climb the long stairs.

               

               
                  Later he’ll wonder. Today

                  there’s wonder enough.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Matthew Francis

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               ‘Derry I cherish ever’

            

            
               
                  Derry I cherish ever.

                  It is calm, it is clear.

                  Crowds of white angels on their rounds

                  At every corner.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Seamus Heaney

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               I am Taliesin

            

            
               
                  Taliesin. I sing perfect metre,

                  Which will last to the end of the world.

                  My patron is Elphin …

               

               
                  I know why there is an echo in a hollow;

                  Why silver gleams; why breath is black; why liver is bloody;

                  Why a cow has horns; why a woman is affectionate;

                  Why milk is white; why holly is green;

                  Why a kid is bearded; why the cow-parsnip is hollow;

                  Why brine is salt; why ale is bitter;

                  Why the linnet is green and berries red;

                  Why a cuckoo complains; why it sings;

                  I know where the cuckoos of summer are in winter.

                  I know what beasts there are at the bottom of the sea;

                  How many spears in battle; how many drops in a shower;

                  Why a river drowned Pharaoh’s people;

                  Why fishes have scales.

                  Why a white swan has black feet …

               

               
                  I have been a blue salmon,

                  I have been a dog, a stag, a roebuck on the mountain,

                  A stock, a spade, an axe in the hand,

                  A stallion, a bull, a buck,

                  I was reaped and placed in an oven;

                  I fell to the ground when I was being roasted

                  And a hen swallowed me.

               

               
                  For nine nights was I in her crop.

                  I have been dead, I have been alive.

                  I am Taliesin.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Gwyn Jones

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Heart of the Wood

            

            
               
                  My hope and my love,

                  we will go for a while into the wood,

                  scattering the dew,

                  where we will see the trout,

                  we will see the blackbird on its nest;

                  the deer and the buck calling,

                  the little bird that is sweetest singing on the branches;

                  the cuckoo on the top of the fresh green;

                  and death will never come near us

                  for ever in the sweet wood.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Lady Augusta Gregory

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               This ae Night

            

            
               
                  This ae night, this ae night,

                         Everie night and alle,

                  Fire and salt and candle light

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  When thou from here away hast past,

                         Everie night and alle,

                  To Whinny moor thou com’st at last,

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  If ever thou gavest hosen and shoon,

                         Everie night and alle,

                  Sit thee down and put them on:

                         And Christ receive they sawle!

               

               
                  If hosen and shoon thou never gav’t nane

                         Everie night and alle,

                  The whins shall prick thee to the bare bane:

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  From Whinny moor when thou may’st pass,

                         Everie night and alle,

                  To Brig o’Dread thou com’st at last:

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  From Brig o’Dread when thou may’st pass

                         Everie night and alle,

                  To Purgatory fire thou com’st at last,

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  If ever thou gavest meat or drink,

                         Everie night and alle,

                  The fire shall never make thee shrink:

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  If meat and drink thou ne’er gav’t nane,

                         Everie night and alle,

                  The fire will burn thee to the bare bane,

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  This ae night, this ae night,

                         Everie night and alle,

                  Fire and salt and candle light,

                         And Christ receive thy sawle!

               

               
                  
            ANON
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               from The Parliament of Fowls

            

            
               
                  I saw a garden, full of blossoming trees,

                  In a green mead through which a river goes,

                  Where sweetness everlasting fills the breeze,

                  Of flowers blue and yellow, white and rose,

                  And cold wellsprings whose water deathless flows,

                  Teeming with little fishes quick and light,

                  With fins of red and scales of silver bright.

               

               
                  On every bough were birds; I heard them sing

                  With voice angelic in their harmony,

                  And some were busy hatchlings forth to bring;

                  The little rabbits came to play nearby,

                  And further off I then began to spy

                  The timid roe, the buck, the hart and hind,

                  Squirrels, and other beasts of gentle kind.

               

               
                  Of stringed instruments playing in accord

                  I heard the sound so ravishing that day

                  That God himself, maker of all and Lord,

                  Might never have heard better, I dare say.

                  Therewith a wind that scarce could gentler play

                  Made in the leafage green a murmur soft,

                  Harmonious with the sound of birds aloft.

               

               
                  And of that place the air so temperate was,

                  No hurt was known of either heat or cold;

                  There goodly spices grew, and wholesome grass,

                  And no man there grew ever sick or old.

                  Still was there joy above a thousand-fold

                  More than man’s telling, nor was it ever night,

                  But day for ever in all people’s sight.

               

               
                  GEOFFREY CHAUCER

translated by E. B. Richmond

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               from The General Prologue

            

            
               
                  When in April the sweet showers fall

                  And pierce the drought of March to the root, and all

                  The veins are bathed in liquor of such power

                  As brings about the engendering of the flower,

                  When also Zephyrus with his sweet breath

                  Exhales an air in every grove and heath

                  Upon the tender shoots, and the young sun

                  His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,

                  And the small fowl are making melody

                  That sleep away the night with open eye

                  (So nature pricks them and their heart engages)

                  Then people long to go on pilgrimages

                  And palmers long to seek the stranger strands

                  Of far-off saints, hallowed in sundry lands,

                  And specially, from every shire’s end

                  Of England, down to Canterbury they wend

                  To seek the holy blissful martyr, quick

                  To give his help to them when they were sick.

               

               
                  GEOFFREY CHAUCER 

translated by Nevill Coghill

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               from The Nun’s Priest’s Tale

            

            
               
                  Now let me turn again to tell my tale;

                  This blessed widow and her daughters two

                  Heard all these hens in clamour and halloo

                  And, rushing to the door at all this shrieking,

                  They saw the fox towards the covert streaking

                  And, on his shoulder, Chanticleer stretched flat.

                  ‘Look, look!’ they cried, ‘O mercy, look at that!

                  Ha! Ha! the fox!’ and after him they ran,

                  And stick in hand ran many a serving man,

                  Ran Coll our dog, ran Talbot, Bran and Shaggy,

                  And with a distaff in her hand ran Maggie,

                  Ran cow and calf and ran the very hogs

                  In terror at the barking of the dogs;

                  The men and women shouted, ran and cursed,

                  They ran so hard they thought their hearts would burst,

                  They yelled like fiends in Hell, ducks left the water

                  Quacking and flapping as on point of slaughter,

                  Up flew the geese in terror over the trees,

                  Out of the hive came forth the swarm of bees

                  So hideous was the noise – God bless us all,

                  Jack Straw and all his followers in their brawl

                  Were never half so shrill, for all their noise,

                  When they were murdering those Flemish boys,

                  As that day’s hue and cry upon the fox.

                  They grabbed up trumpets made of brass and box, 

                  Of horn and bone, on which they blew and pooped,

                  And therewithal they shouted and they whooped

                  So that it seemed the very heavens would fall.

               

               
                  GEOFFREY CHAUCER 

translated by Nevill Coghill

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Seagull

            

            
               
                  Smooth gull on the sea’s lagoon,

                  White as snow or the white moon,

                  Sun shard, gauntlet of the sea,

                  Untroubled is your beauty.

                  Buoyant you ride the rough tide,

                  A swift, proud, fish-eating bird.

                  Come to me, anchored on land,

                  Sea-lily, come to my hand.

                  White-robed, whiter than paper,

                  You’re a sea-nun, sleek and pure.

               

               
                  Wide praise is for you and her;

                  Circle that castle tower,

                  Search till you see her, seagull,

                  Bright as Eigr on that wall.

                  Take all my pleading to her,

                  Tell her my life I offer.

                  Tell her, should she be alone –

                  Gently with that gentle one –

                  If she will not take me, I,

                  Losing her, must surely die.

               

               
                  I completely worship her.

                  Friends, no man ever loved more –

                  Taliesin’s nor Merlin’s eye

                  Saw a woman as lovely.

                  Copper-curled, curved as Venus,

                  How beautiful the girl is.

                  O seagull, but see her face,

                  Loveliest on the world’s surface,

                  Then bring me her sweet greeting,

                  Or my certain death you bring.

               

               
                  DAFYDD AP GWILYM 

translated by Leslie Norris

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Thrush

            

            
               
                  Music of a thrush, clearbright

                  Lovable language of light,

                  Heard I under a birchtree

                  Yesterday, all grace and glee –

                  Was ever so sweet a thing

                  Fine-plaited as his whistling?

               

               
                  Matins, he reads the lesson,

                  A chasuble of plumage on.

                  His cry from a grove, his brightshout

                  Over countrysides rings out,

                  Hill prophet, maker of moods,

                  Passion’s bright bard of glenwoods.

                  Every voice of the brookside

                  Sings he, in his darling pride,

               

               
                  Every sweet-metred love-ode,

                  Every song and organ mode,

                  Competing for a truelove,

                  Every catch for woman’s love.

                  Preacher and reader of lore,

                  Sweet and clear, inspired rapture,

                  Bard of Ovid’s faultless rhyme,

                  Chief prelate mild of Springtime.

               

               
                  From his birch, where lovers throng,

                  Author of the wood’s birdsong,

                  Merrily the glade re-echoes –

                  Rhymes and metres of love he knows.

                  He on hazel sings so well

                  Through cloistered trees (winged angel)

                  Hardly a bird of Eden

                  Had by rote remembered then

                  How to recite what headlong

                  Passion made him do with song.

               

               
                  DAFYDD AP GWILYM 

translated by Tony Conran

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               from Piers Plowman

            

            
               
                  In the season of summer    with the sun at its highest

                  I dressed in my work-clothes    like any poor shepherd,

                  in the garb of a hermit    but for worldly work

                  and set off through the country    to find what I’d find.

                  I met many wonders    and uncommon sights,

                  till one morning in May    on the hills behind Malvern

                  I fell sound asleep,    worn out by the walking.

                  As I lay on the ground,    resting and slumbering,

                  I’d this marvellous dream    I’ll describe to you now.

                  I saw all the good    that live in the world

                  and the bad just as busy,    be certain of that:

                  loyalty, betrayal,    let-down and cunning –

                  I saw them all in my sleep:    that’s what I’m saying.

                  I looked to the East,    in the track of the sun

                  and saw a great tower –    Truth’s home, I imagined.

                  Then to the westward    I looked shortly after

                  and saw a deep valley.    Death lived down there,

                  I’d no doubt in my mind,    with all evil spirits.

                  I saw in the middle    between these two points

                  a beautiful meadow,    thronging with people

                  of every station,    the poor and the needful

                  who slaved at their labours    as this hard world requires them.

                  Some trudged behind ploughs    with no chance of a respite,

                  sowing and seeding.    They worked without ceasing

                  to win for the people    what the greedy would waste.

                  Others grew proud    and dressed up accordingly,

                  their faces and get-up    a sight for sore eyes.

                  But many more,    it has to be said,

                  lived in penance and prayer    for the love of Our Lord,

                  in the confident hope    of ascending to Heaven. 

                  As monks and nuns    they remained in their cells,

                  never wishing    to dash round the country

                  on the lookout for luxuries    to pamper their whims.

                  Some took to business    and did very well –

                  at least as we see it –    ‘getting on in the world’.

                  More had a fine time,    acting the clown

                  With dancing and singing    and swearing their heads off,

                  inventing daft stories,    making fools of themselves.

                  Such people imagine    that work’s a poor option.

               

               
                                                                *

               

               
                  While I was dreaming,    Nature enlightened me,

                  Calling my name    and saying to take notice

                  While she led me on    through all the world’s marvels.

                  And on this great mountain named Earth,    I imagined,

                  I was first led away    to find out in practice

                  How God might be loved    through observing his creatures.

                  The sun I saw, and the sea, and the sand by the shore;

                  I saw how the birds    make their nests in the trees;

                  No man has the skill    to equal the least of them.

                  Who on earth, then I wondered,    tutored the magpie

                  To arrange all the sticks    that she lays on to breed?

                  No joiner, I’m certain,    could make a dome like it.

                  What kind of a builder    might follow that blueprint?

                  There were visions besides    that I marvelled at further:

                  Other bird pairs    that sheltered their eggs

                  In the deepest seclusion on moor and in marsh, in swamp or on water,

                  So no-one could find them    but the two of themselves.

                  Then I looked out to sea    and beyond to the stars.

                  Such marvels I saw    I can hardly describe them:

                  Flowers in the wood    of beautiful colours,

                  And all shining through    the green grass and brown earth.

                  Some were rank and some scented:    a magical world

                  That I haven’t the time    or the skill to describe.

                  There’s provision enough here,    faith has no doubt,

                  For no life ever given    lacked the means of survival,

                  An element to live in    and a reason for living.

                  First the wild worm    lives in wet earth;

                  The fish lives in water,    the cricket in fire.

                  The curlew by nature    lives on the air,

                  So of any bird    its meat is the cleanest.

                  Animals live    on grass, grain and rootcrops:

                  This shows that man too    has a natural food

                  Which is not only bread    but sustained faith and love.

               

               
                  WILLIAM LANGLAND

translated by Bernard O’Donoghue

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               In Defence of Women

            

            
               
                  Woe to him who speaks ill of women! it is not right to abuse them. They have not deserved, that I know, all the blame they have always had.

               

               
                  Sweet are their words, exquisite their voice, that sex for which my love is great; woe to him who does not scruple to revile them, woe to him who speaks ill of women!

               

               
                  They do no murder nor treachery, nor any grim or hateful deed, they do no sacrilege to church nor bell; woe to him who speaks ill of women!

               

               
                  Certain it is, there has never been born bishop nor king nor great prophet without fault, but from a woman; woe to him who speaks ill of women!

               

               
                  They are thrall to their own hearts, they love a man slender and sound – it would be long before they would dislike him. Woe to him who speaks ill of women!

               

               
                  An old fat greybeard, they do not desire a tryst with him – dearer to them is a young lad, though poor. Woe to him who speaks ill of women!

               

               
                  EARL GERALD FITZGERALD

translated by Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

            

            
               
                  So the morning dawns when man remembers

                  the day our redeemer was born to die,

                  and every house on earth is joyful for Lord Jesus.

                  Their day was no different, being a diary of delights:

                  banquets and buffets were beautifully cooked

                  and dutifully served to diners at the dais.

                  The ancient elder sat highest at the table

                  with the lord, I believe, in the chair to her left;

                  the sweeter one and Gawain took seats in the centre

                  and were first at the feast to dine, then food

                  was carried around as custom decrees

                  and served to each man as his status deserved.

                  There was feasting, there was fun, and such feelings of joy

                  as could not be conveyed by quick description,

                  yet to tell it in detail would take too much time.

                  But I’m aware that Gawain and the beautiful woman

                  found such comfort and closeness in each other’s company

                  through warm exchanges of whispered words

                  and refined conversation free from foulness

                  that their pleasure surpassed all princely sports

                                              by far.

                             Beneath the din of drums

                             men followed their affairs,

                             and trumpets thrilled and thrummed

                             as those two tended theirs.

               

               
                  They drank and danced all day and the next

                  and danced and drank the day after that,

                  then St John’s Day passed with a gentler joy

                  as the Christmas feasting came to a close.

                  Guests were to go in the greyness of dawn,

                  so they laughed and dined as the dusk darkened,

                  swaying and swirling to music and song.

                  Then at last, in the lateness, they upped and left

                  towards distant parts along different paths.

                  Gawain offered his goodbyes, but was ushered by his host

                  to his host’s own chamber and the heat of its chimney,

                  waylaid by the lord so the lord might thank him

                  profoundly and profusely for the favour he had shown

                  in honouring his house at that hallowed season

                  and lighting every corner of the castle with his character.

                  ‘For as long as I live my life shall be better

                  that Gawain was my guest at God’s own feast.’

                  ‘By God,’ said Gawain, ‘but the gratitude goes to you.

                  May the High King of Heaven repay your honour.

                  Your requests are now this knight’s commands.

                  I am bound by your bidding, no boon is too high

                                              to say.’

                             At length his lordship tried

                             to get his guest to stay.

                             But proud Gawain replied

                             he must now make his way.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Simon Armitage

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               from Pearl

            

            
               
                  One thing I know for certain: that she

                  was peerless, pearl who would have added

                  light to any prince’s life

                  however bright with gold. None

                  could touch the way she shone

                  in any light, so smooth, so small –

                  she was a jewel above all others.

                  So pity me the day I lost her

                  in this garden where she fell

                  beneath the grass into the earth.

                  I stand bereft, struck to the heart

                  with love and loss. My spotless pearl.

               

               
                  I’ve gazed a hundred times at the place

                  she left me, grieving for that gift

                  which swept away all shadow, that face

                  which was the antidote to sorrow.

                  And though this watching sears my heart

                  and wrings the wires of sadness tighter,

                  still the song this silence sings me

                  is the sweetest I have heard –

                  the countless quiet hours in which

                  her pale face floats before me, mired

                  in mud and soil, a perfect jewel

                  spoiled, my spotless pearl.

               

               
                  In the place where such riches lie rotting

                  a carpet of spices will spring up and spread,

                  blossoms of blue and white and red

                  which fire in the full light facing the sun.

                  Where a pearl is planted deep in the dark

                  no fruit or flower could ever fade;

                  all grasscorn grows from dying grain

                  so new wheat can be carried home.

                  From goodness other goodness grows:

                  so beautiful a seed can’t fail

                  to fruit or spices fail to flower

                  fed by a precious, spotless pearl.

               

               
                  So I came to this very same spot

                  in the green of an August garden, height

                  and heart of summer, at Lammas time

                  when corn is cut with curving scythes.

                  And I saw that the little hill where she fell

                  was a shaded place showered with spices:

                  pink gillyflower, ginger and purple gromwell,

                  powdered with peonies scattered like stars.

                  But more than their loveliness to the eye,

                  the sweetest fragrance seemed to float

                  in the air there also – I knew beyond doubt

                  that’s where she lay, my spotless pearl.

               

               
                  Caught in the chill grasp of grief I stood

                  in that place clasping my hands, seized

                  by the grip on my heart of longing and loss.

                  Though reason told me to be still

                  I mourned for my poor imprisoned pearl

                  with all the fury and force of a quarrel.

                  The comfort of Christ called out to me

                  but still I wrestled in wilful sorrow.

                  Then the power and perfume of those flowers

                  filled up my head and felled me, slipped me

                  into sudden sleep in the place

                  where she lay beneath me. My girl.

               

               
                  ANON 

translated by Jane Draycott

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Prologue

            

            
               
                  The fables told by poets in old times

                  Are by no means all grounded upon truth

                  Yet their attractive style, their craft and themes

                  Still make for pleasant listening; and with

                  Good cause, since they, from the beginning,

                  Aimed to reprove man’s whole wrong way of living

                  Under the figure of another thing.

               

               
                  Just as through a hard unyielding ground,

                  If it is laboured with real diligence,

                  The flowers will spring and young shoots of green corn,

                  Wholesome and good for human sustenance, 

                  So sweetly edifying moral lessons

                  Spring from the well-worked plot of poetry

                  For those who have ears to hear and eyes to see.

               

               
                  The shell upon the nut, though hard and tough,

                  Holds the kernel and is still delightful.

                  Just so there lies a doctrine of great worth

                  And fruitfulness beneath a made-up fable.

                  And scholars say it is most profitable

                  To mix the merry in with graver matter:

                  It makes the spirit lift and time go quicker.

               

               
                  Furthermore, a bow that’s always bent

                  Goes weak and gives and loses all its spring.

                  The same is true of minds always intent

                  On earnest thought and constant studying.

                  To alleviate what’s sad by adding something

                  Cheerful is good; Aesop expressed it thus:

                  Dulcius arrident seria picta iocis.

               

               
                  Which author’s Latin, masters, by your leave,

                  Submitting myself here to your correction,

                  I would convert to mother tongue and prove

                  Equal to the task of a translation –

                  Not out of vain presumption of my own,

                  But at the invitation of a lord

                  Whose name it is not needful to record.

               

               
                  In homely language and rough turns of speech

                  I have to write, for always eloquence

                  And rhetoric remained beyond my reach.

                  Therefore I humbly pray your reverence 

                  That if you find here through my negligence

                  Anything much shortened – or protracted –

                  By your good will and good grace you’ll correct it.

               

               
                  My author in his fables records how

                  Wild animals spoke sense and understood,

                  Debated point for point, could argue too,

                  Propound a syllogism and conclude;

                  He shows by example and similitude

                  How often humans in their own behaviour

                  Resemble the wild animals in nature.

               

               
                  No wonder that a man grows like a beast!

                  Loving each carnal and each foul delight

                  Until no shame can hold or halt his lust,

                  He soon indulges every appetite

                  Which through repetition and bad habit

                  Roots in the mind so ineradicably

                  He is transformed: then bestiality.

               

               
                  This scholar, Aesop, as I have been telling,

                  Composed in verse of elegance and weight

                  A coded book, for he was unwilling

                  That readers high or low should underrate

                  His art; and first of a cock he wrote,

                  Hunting for food, that found a brilliant stone.

                  His is the fable you shall hear anon.

               

               
                  ROBERT HENRYSON

translated by Seamus Heaney

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               The Toad and the Mouse

            

            
               
                  Upon a time, as Aesop makes report,

                  A little mouse came to a riverside.

                  She couldn’t wade, her mouse-shanks were so short,

                  She couldn’t swim, she had no horse to ride,

                  So willy-nilly there she had to bide

                  And to and fro beside that river deep

                  She ran and cried with many a piteous peep.

               

               
                  ‘Help, help me over,’ cried the poor wee mouse,

                  ‘For love of God, someone, across this stream.’

                  With that a toad, in water nearby, rose

                  (For toads by nature nimbly duck and swim),

                  And showed her head to mount the bank and come

                  Croaking ashore, then gave her greetings thus:

                  ‘Good morning! And what brings you here, Miss Mouse?’

               

               
                  ‘The corn’, she said, ‘in yon field, do you see it?

                  The ripened oats, the barley, peas and wheat?

                  I’m hungry and I’d love to get to it

                  But the water here’s too wide, so here I sit

                  And on this side get not a thing to eat

                  But hard nuts that I have to gnaw and bore.

                  Over beyond, I’d feast on better fare.

               

               
                  ‘I have no boat, there is no ferryman,

                  And if there were, I have no coin to pay.’

                  ‘Sister,’ said toad, ‘would you stop worrying.

                  Do what I tell you and I shall find a way 

                  Without horse, bridge or boat or any ferry

                  To get you over safely, never fear –

                  And not wet once a whisker or a hair.’

               

               
                  ‘I greatly wonder’, said the little mouse,

                  ‘How you can, without fin or feather, float.

                  This river is so deep and dangerous

                  I think you’d drown as soon as you’d wade out.

                  Tell me, therefore, what is the gift or secret

                  You own to bring you over this dark flood?’

                  And thus in explanation spoke the toad:

               

               
                  ‘With my two feet for oars, webbed and broad,

                  I row the stream,’ she said, ‘and quietly pull,

                  And though it’s deep and dangerous to wade,

                  I swim it to and fro at my own will

                  And cannot sink, because my open gill

                  Vents and voids the water I breathe in.

                  So truly, I am not afraid to drown.’

               

               
                  The mouse gazed up into her furrowed face,

                  Her wrinkled cheeks, her ridged lips like a lid
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