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Author’s Note





All the poems from nine volumes of poetry have been collected here. Nothing has been left out. Edits and exclusions from the Selected Poems have been reversed. The two volumes that the Collected Poems of 1995 did not include – The Lost Land and Code – have been added. In addition, I have retrieved two poems from 23 Poems, a chapbook which came out in 1962 when I was eighteen. I have also added a brief section from an unpublished verse play, part of which appeared in the Irish Press in 1971 under the title ‘Femininity and Freedom’.



















from 23 POEMS


1962



























Liffeytown









Liffey, tawny and asleep in the browsing dusk,


Clings to the dark, enchanted ovals


Of the bridge.


O swan by swan my heart goes down


Through Dublin town, through Dublin town.







Single and bestowing they wander in the olive water,


Dragging a shaft of light behind them in the drowse


Of the evening.


O swan by swan my heart goes down


Through Dublin town, through Dublin town.







Ghosting shadows in the gloom of Liffeytown,


They weave their quiet spell upon the darkening


Of the river.


O swan by swan my heart goes down


Through Dublin town, through Dublin town.



























The Liffey beyond Islandbridge









Past town, the Liffey breaks from iron into grass,


Then wanders, with the swans preening


In the shaken warmth of early March


And white abandoned sea birds leaning


On the wind. A cat steps cautiously


Among the daffodils. Under a tree


An old man contemplates his shoe,


Or turns to what he never thought to see


Again, the water fretted by a cygnet’s thrust.


Look well. Further beyond that river bend


Are spaces teemed with cities which must


Strike a destiny. But here for aimless miles


The river flattens to the land.































NEW TERRITORY


1967


FOR MY MOTHER


A word, a solitary word tells all, and that word is love. Yeats



























The Poets









They, like all creatures, being made


For the shovel and worm,


Ransacked their perishable minds and found


Pattern and form


And with their own hands quarried from hard words


A figure in which secret things confide.







They are abroad: their spirits like a pride


Of lions circulate,


Are desperate, just as the jewelled beast,


That lion constellate,


Whose scenery is Betelgeuse and Mars,


Hunts without respite among fixed stars.







And they prevail: to his undoing every day


The essential sun


Proceeds, but only to accommodate


A tenant moon,


And he remains until the very break


Of morning, absentee landlord of the dark.



























The Gryphons









From Greek hearsay


Comes the story of a man


Who begged for deathless life and lived to pay


For it in tears, when


From his golden head, his body’s pride


The energy retreated, and then died.







These ugly creatures


Without asking are awarded


Fairer terms: their nightmare granite features


Will be saved and hoarded,


While around them in the timely night


Falter our brief extremities of light.







The story goes


That when he saw his body die


And he lived on, he dried his tears, arose


And stared into the sky:


‘No one but I,’ he shouted, ‘on this earth


Knows that the very dearest thing is death.’







He was released,


But how do these perennial stones


Endure the prospect of a living feast?


No one can hear their groans


Nor offer them a respite – we can at most


Find in the granite eyes a fierce request.






























The Pilgrim


for Eamon Grennan









When the nest falls in winter, birds have flown


To distant lights and hospitality.


The pilgrim, with his childhood home a ruin,


Shares their fate and, like them, suddenly


Becomes a tenant of the wintry day.


Looking back, out of the nest of stone


As it tumbles, he can see his childhood


Flying away like an evicted bird.










Underground although the ground is bare,


Summer is turning on her lights. Spruce


And larch and massive chestnut will appear


Above his head in leaf. Oedipus


Himself, cold and sightless, was aware


Of no more strife or drama at Colonus:


He became, when he could go no further,


Just an old man hoping for warm weather.







At journey’s end in the waters of a shrine,


No greater thing will meet him than the shock


Of his own human face, beheaded in


The holy pool. Steadily he must look


At this unshriven thing among the bells


And offerings, and for his penance mark


How his aspiring days like fallen angels


Follow one another into the dark.



























New Territory









Several things announced the fact to us:


The captain’s Spanish tears


Falling like doubloons in the headstrong light,


And then of course the fuss –


The crew jostling and interspersing cheers


With wagers. Overnight


As we went down to our cabins, nursing the last


Of the grog, talking as usual of conquest,


Land hove into sight.







Frail compasses and trenchant constellations


Brought us as far as this,


And now air and water, fire and earth


Stand at their given stations


Out there, and are ready to replace


This single desperate width


Of ocean. Why do we hesitate? Water and air


And fire and earth and therefore life are here,


And therefore death.










Out of the dark man comes to life and into it


He goes and loves and dies,


(His element being the dark and not the light of day)


So the ambitious wit


Of poets and exploring ships have been his eyes –


Riding the dark for joy –


And so Isaiah of the sacred text is eagle-eyed because


By peering down the unlit centuries


He glimpsed the holy boy.



























Mirages









At various times strenuous sailing men


Claim to have seen creatures of myth


Scattering light at the furthest points of dawn –







Creatures too seldom seen to reward the patience


Of a night-watch, who provide no ready encore


But like the stars revisit generations.







And kings riding to battle on the advice


Of their ambition have seen crosses burn


In the skylight of the winter solstice.







Reasonable men, however, hold aloof,


Doubting the gesture, speech and anecdote


Of those who touch the Grail and bring no proof –







Failing to recognise that in their fast


Ethereal way, mirages are


This daylight world in summary and forecast.







So a prince, a fledgling still and far


From coronation, kept at home,


Will draw his sword and murder empty air –







And should his father die and that death bring


Him majesty, his games have been his school,


His phantom war a forcing house of kings.






























Migration


for Michael Longley









From August they embark on every wind,


Managing with grace


This new necessity, widely determined


On a landing place.


Daredevil swallows, coloured swifts go forth


Like some great festival removing south.







Cuckoo and operatic nightingale


Meeting like trains of thought


Concluding summer, in complete agreement, file


Towards the sea at night,


And find at last their bright geometry


(Triumphant overland) is not seaworthy.







Sandpiper, finch and wren and goldencrest,


Whose baffled


Movements start or finish summer, now at last


Return, single and ruffled,


And lift up their voices in a world of light,


And choose their loves as though determined to forget.







As though upon their travels, as each bird


Fell down to die, the sea


Had opened, showing those above a graveyard


Without sanctity –


Birds and their masters, many beautiful,


Tumbled together without name or burial.






























The Dream of Lir’s Son


extract from a narrative









‘I saw a country tree as green as grass


Clasp the simple daylight in its boughs


Like love; at last it swelled with fruit


And to its fertile house a bird brought


Its house, and sang aloud in leafy splendour


Until my ears were dazed at its air,


My human eyes dazzled at its lodging.


Day was darkening as I stood watching,


Suddenly I watched by moonlight. Time


Stopped: my old sweet nurse, that light was autumn


Without time’s assent; it stripped bare


The tree, shrivelling its leaves, its fair


Fruit, and only spared the bird to sing


Who sang in the clipped boughs till, wondering,


I woke.’ ‘I tell, you, you were better’,


His nurse answered him, ‘to hold this matter


Close and keep it light, for there are times


Indeed when in secret forms, dreams


Mime and play the future’s mystery


Before the present; but in the main, merely


They are jackanapes of yesterday, full


of nothing, just as after nursery school


When you were young and naughty, your good pocket


Would be filled with snails and twine, picked


As treasure by your childish brain and worthless,


And the weary mind makes no wiser choice


Asleep.’






























Malediction


from ‘The Son of Lir’









Son of Lir as lonely are you now


As the leaf when lightning strikes the tree


And the bird when thunder breaks his bough.


Now is lost, as bird and leaf and tree


Son of Lir, your humanity.







Now the steady shoulders, the bright arms


You opened wide for battle and love’s sake –


Encumbered to white wings by my charms –


Must beat the air and the air must break


With your human heart, your tender neck.







The seed of man is barren in this body!


The wit of man abandons this cursed brain!


The blood of man turns back and flows muddy


From this changing heart, and this fair skin


Is ruffling in the feathers of a swan.







I take your youth under magic seizure.


Farewell the joy of summer in a field;


Farewell the simple seasons and their pleasure;


Farewell true gold and the silk worm’s yield:


Son of Lir I banish you this world







To know the flinching cold of seas which spring


Forgets, whose branch is ice, whose flower is snow


And where the wild dead lie wintering


Forever.






























Lullaby


from a narrative poem









O nurse, when I was a rascal boy, bold


February winds were snaffling gold


Out of the crocuses; there in grief


For the pretty, gaudy things I’d cry: ‘Stop thief’


And you would grumble: ‘Child, let be, let be.’


Or we would come across a sapling tree


To discover frost sipping its new blood;


I’d join my arms around its perished wood


And weep, and you would say: ‘Now child, its place


Is in a merry hearth, not your embrace.’


And one April morning that was filled


With mating tunes, a nest of finches spilled


Which slipped its flowering anchor in a gale.


I cupped one in my fingers, dead and small.


But late that night you stole to me on tiptoe


And whispered: ‘Child, child, the winds must blow.’



























Belfast vs Dublin


for Derek Mahon









Into this city of largesse


You carried clever discontent,


And now, the budget of your time here spent,


Let us not mince the word: this is no less


Than halfway towards the end. Gathering


In a rag tied to a stick, all in confusion,


Dublin reverence and Belfast irony –


Now hoist with your conclusion.










Cut by the throats before we spoke


One to another, yet we breast


The dour line of North and South, pressed


Into action by the clock. Here we renounce


All dividend except the brilliant quarrel


Of our towns: mine sports immoral


Courtiers in unholy waste, but your unwitty


Secret love for it is Belfast city.







We have had time to talk, and strongly


Disagree about the living out


Of life. There was no need to shout.


Rightly or else quite wrongly


We have run out of time, if not of talk.


Let us then cavalierly fork


Our ways, since we, and all unknown,


Have called into question one another’s own.



























Requiem for a Personal Friend


on a half-eaten blackbird









A striped philistine with quick


Sight, quiet paws, today –


In gorging on a feathered prey –


Filleted our garden’s music.







Such robbery in such a mouthful!


Here rests, shovelled under simple


Vegetables, my good example –


Singing daily, daily faithful.







No conceit and not contrary –


My best colleague, worst of all,


Was half-digested, his sweet whistle


Swallowed like a dictionary.










Little victim, song for song –


Who share a trade must share a threat –


So I write to cheat the cat


Who got your body, of my tongue.



























A Cynic at Kilmainham Gaol


for Connie Neenan









There is nowhere that the gimlet twilight has not


Entered, not a thing indeed to see,


But it is excellent abroad for ghosts:


A gaslamp in the dark seems to make sea


Water in the rising fog – maybe


For those imprisoned here this was a small


Consoling inland symbol – how could their way be


Otherwise discovered back to the western sea-board?


How could they otherwise be free in prison


Who for more than forty years have been shot through


To their Atlantic hearts?


                                       But in this wizened


Autumn dark, no worship, mine or yours


Can resurrect the sixteen minds. O those,


Perhaps (Godspeed them) saw the guns with dual


Sight – seeing from one eye with the tears they chose


Themselves the magic, tragic town, the broken


Countryside, the huge ungenerous tribe


Of cowards – and the one eye laughing saw


(God help them) growing from their own graves to jibe


At death, a better future, neither tear nor flaw.






























From the Painting Back From Market by Chardin









Dressed in the colours of a country day –


Grey-blue, blue-grey, the white of seagulls’ bodies –


Chardin’s peasant woman


Is to be found at all times in her short delay


Of dreams, her eyes mixed


Between love and market, empty flagons of wine


At her feet, bread under her arm. He has fixed


Her limbs in colour, and her heart in line.







In her right hand, the hindlegs of a hare


Peep from a cloth sack; through the door


Another woman moves


In painted daylight; nothing in this bare


Closet has been lost


Or changed. I think of what great art removes:


Hazard and death, the future and the past,


This woman’s secret history and her loves –







And even the dawn market, from whose bargaining


She has just come back, where men and women


Congregate and go


Among the produce, learning to live from morning


To next day, linked


By a common impulse to survive, although


In surging light they are single and distinct,


Like birds in the accumulating snow.






























Shakespeare


for Philip Edwards









You wrote because you had to. Sycophants


And merchant seamen crowded in, siblings


Of the court made the whole age a performance,


With the plague waiting in the wings.







You wrote because you had to. Every line


Was sack and supper for yourself and Burbage;


New Place and the status Gentleman


Were both the tragic and the comic wage.







You wrote because of loneliness, London,


Hunger to begin with. When like the Thames


You saw your life flow downwards towards its loss,







You made of every quill the fire which men


Primitively lit against the beasts, whose flames


Were agile sentries between them and chaos.



























The Comic Shakespeare









Legend has you holding horses’ heads,


Standing for pennies at their heads in rain,


Collecting skills, finally playing leads


In the provinces, fingering your pen.







Those years are lost. Looking for them later,


You – apprentice turned chameleon –


Use comic disguise. Your youth, like water


Hopelessly dispersed, has become










Princes, clowns, improbable situations –


Facile cleansing through false jeopardy.


Were such bright, primary solutions


Born of brightness? Would each comedy,







Each festival and whistle of your prime,


Today exist if you had wept in time?



























Yeats in Civil War









Presently a strange thing happened:


I began to smell honey in places


where honey could not be.







In middle age you exchanged the sandals


Of a pilgrim for a Norman keep


In Galway. Civil war started, vandals


Sacked your country, made off with your sleep;







Somehow you arranged your escape


Aboard a spirit-ship which every day


Hoisted sail out of fire and rape,


And on that ship your mind was stowaway.







The sun mounted on a wasted place,


But the wind at every door and turn


Blew the smell of honey in your face


Where there was none. Whatever we may learn







You are its sum, struggling to survive –


A fantasy of honey your reprieve.






























The Flight of the Earls


for Brendan Kennelly









Princes it seems are seldom wise:


Most of them fall for a woman’s tears


Or else her laughter, such as Paris


Whose decision stretched to ten alarming years –


Nothing would suit


Until he’d brought


The kingdom down around his ears.







Now in the middle ages see


The legendary boy of king and queen:


A peacock of all chivalry,


He dies at twenty on some battle-green


And ever since


The good Black Prince


Rides to the land of might-have-been.







Whether our own were foolish or wise


Hardly concerns us; death ran away with our chances


Of a meeting, yet we strain our eyes


Hoping perhaps just one with his golden flounces


Has outwitted theft.


So are we left


Writing to headstones and forgotten princes.



























After the Irish of Egan O’Rahilly









Without flocks or cattle or the curved horns


Of cattle, in a drenching night without sleep,


My five wits on the famous uproar


Of the wave toss like ships,


And I cry for boyhood, long before


Winkle and dogfish had defiled my lips.










O if he lived, the prince who sheltered me,


And his company who gave me entry


On the river of the Laune,


Whose royalty stood sentry


Over intricate harbours, I and my own


Would not be desolate in Dermot’s country.







Fierce McCarthy Mor whose friends were welcome.


McCarthy of the Lee, a slave of late,


McCarthy of Kanturk whose blood


Has dried underfoot:


Of all my princes not a single word –


Irrevocable silence ails my heart.







My heart shrinks in me, my heart ails


That every hawk and royal hawk is lost;


From Cashel to the far sea


Their birthright is dispersed


Far and near, night and day, by robbery


And ransack, every town oppressed.







Take warning wave, take warning crown of the sea,


I, O’Rahilly – witless from your discords –


Were Spanish sails again afloat


And rescue on your tides,


Would force this outcry down your wild throat,


Would make you swallow these Atlantic words.






























The King and the Troubadour


for David Norris 









A troubadour once lost his king


Who took a carven lute


And crossed the world and tuned its heart


To hear it sing.










Starved, wasted, worn, lost,


His lute his one courage,


He sang his youth to fumbling age,


Fresh years to frost.







In bitter spells his king lay bound


In bitter magic walled;


Within a cruel shape swelled


Love no sound,







No sight, no troubadour searching


Could set free. Fiercely


Came he singing finally


‘My king, my king.’







To the window the king’s head


Came. The troubadour


Dashed his lute on leaf and flower


And tumbled dead, 







And the king at one glance


Seeing ransom ruined,


Majesty perplexed, pined


In magic silence.







The rain of God gathering


Surrounded the smashed lute,


Solving its fragmented heart


Into spring.







The king who in a cruel husk


Of charms became as tragic


Through monotonies of magic


As the dusk,







Each minstrel spring was called and sent


No horrid head, but came


Above the ground, a grassy atom


Hearty as a giant.






























Athene’s Song


for my father









From my father’s head I sprung


Goddess of the war, created


Partisan and soldiers’ physic –


My symbols boast and brazen gong –


Until I made in Athens wood


Upon my knees a new music.







When I played my pipe of bone,


Robbed and whittled from a stag,


Every bird became a lover


Every lover to its tone


Found the truth of song and brag;


Fish sprung in the full river.







Peace became the toy of power


When other noises broke my sleep:


Like dreams I saw the hot ranks


And heroes in another flower


Than any there; I dropped my pipe


Remembering their shouts, their thanks.







Beside the water, lost and mute,


Lies my pipe and like my mind


Remains unknown, remains unknown


And in some hollow taking part


With my heart against my hand


Holds its peace and holds its own.






























The Winning of Etain









Etain twice a woman twice a queen,


Possessed of two lives and one love,


Twice the loveliest woman ever seen


For whom two kings made Ireland a red grave.


This story tells the winning of Etain


A second time by Aengus, how he strove


To own his own – a tale of tears, of lovers


Lost to each other for a thousand years.







Aengus and Etain lived for each other’s pleasure,


With gold for the head of Aengus as a king


And gold so intricate in Etain’s hair


No one could guess if the light scattering


Were a woman’s beauty or a queen’s treasure.


They lived for summer and to dance and sing


But they were doomed when Fergus, the black Druid,


Followed their happiness with fatal hatred.







A summer’s night Etain in Aengus’s arms


Slept, her head challenging the moon,


Collecting more and more light from beams


Which flared on lovers who would not love again


For a thousand years. All at once the charms


Of Fergus took effect; unlucky Etain,


Warm in Aengus’s arms where she lay,


Lost her happiness and lost her joy.







Her cheeks, blanched with light, were charmed away;


Her long embracing arms convulsed; her face


Shrivelled; quick and violent decay


Seized her body and her body’s grace


Changed from a queen into a dragon-fly,


Changed to enamelled wings and scales in a space


Of minutes. Then she flew in a glimmer


Away to discover flowers of the summer.










Awakening, Aengus found, instead of Etain,


His arms as empty as a warm nest


Rifled by hawks, and found his love gone,


No hand to kiss, and for his head no breast.


From his window in a summer dawn


Bright as blood, idly he watched the haste


Of birds from branch to branch and below


A dragon-fly sipping at the dew.







Morning danced on its back and decorated


Every scaly tone twice as bright


As hyacinths, above which it waited,


Wings singing, a busy thief of light


And dew. A thousand insect colours scattered


From its body and were deftly caught


By summer flowers like another rain –


And Aengus in that moment cried: ‘Etain,







My only love, changed to a brilliant toy


Of sorcery, for you I will compose


A bower of the four seasons and defy


Our new despair: autumn, the year’s close,


Summer and spring will tangle for your joy,


The frosty snowdrop twine with the rose,


And January buds with fringed grasses


Where you may stay under my jealous eyes.’







At Aengus’s command the thing was done:


Season followed season in his grief,


And from each one a sweet particular crown


Was stolen; bough and petal, fruit and leaf,


Were interwoven for his spellbound queen,


And flowered endlessly about his wife


Who hummed night and day among her many


Suitors, robbing each of dew and honey.







And night and day, Aengus stayed beside,


Asleep or waking, hawking or at rest,


He watched the fertile bower and his bride


Within, but thinking of her white breast,


Her human body in his arms, he cried


Bitterly above the bright twist


Of flowers, but his fast tears were human –


His love, an insect, drank them like the rain.










And still the Druid’s hatred followed them,


Redoubled now because they could devise


Happiness within destruction, a form


Of beauty flourishing within disguise.


So he contrived darkness and a storm


Of winds colliding on the fresh seas


To separate the crocus from the rose


And interrupt the dragon-fly’s repose.







Suddenly, as Aengus watched, the wind


Tore his green and intricate design


Apart, scattered flowers and unwound


Summer from spring, and autumn’s wealthy vine


From winter leaves. He flung his hand


Among stems broken and a rain


Of petals, but the wind swept them towards


The sea where its strength was bred, like birds.







‘O Etain, my first love,’ Aengus cried,


‘Stolen a second time, now who will build


A bower for you over the cold tide?


What blossoms of the country or the field,


What flower or fragrance can the sea provide?


And where will you find dew in the salt


Of the waves? I cast this wretched world behind,


And will not rest until my love is found.’







At his cry, the better powers took pity


On him, loving him because his love


Had once set out to cheat the travesty


Of sorcery and triumphed, but could not save


Etain twice. Invisibility


Was their gift, exemption from the grave –


As well they gave a thousand mortal years


To Aengus and Etain, unlucky lovers.







Like a petal from the flowers sipped


By her on bright days at Aengus’s side,


Etain fluttered while the northwind clipped


Her coloured scales and the sea cried


Beneath her. Once she struggled, wings trapped


In the beak of a scavenger, but she escaped


And tossed, a magic atom, on the surface


Of the water, lost in the water’s race.










Etain at last baffled and long weary,


Was wildly buffeted, now on a snowy,


Now on a stifling breeze, until clearly


A green and quiet shore began, whose dewy


Grasses sprung out of the wind’s way,


And there found flowers in hosts, scarlet and showy


Rivals for her wings, petals to soothe


Her misery and honey for her mouth.







And there she flew above a royal palace


Whose roof, involved and circled like a rose,


Bore mosaics like a clutch of crocuses


And marble whiter than the lily grows.


No wonder then she searched for dew and spice


Among its tiles, mistaking them for flowers,


And tumbled through a cranny, all unseen,


To splash in the bright wine of another queen;







And by that error found another womb,


Another spell of life, another shape,


For the queen lifting up the same


Infested gold cup to her lip


Swallowed insect, wine and all, while the fume


Of the delicate fermented grape


Disguised its tenant. But magic had its way


And worked its charm, and swelled the queen’s belly.







Mysteriously she came to be with child,


Another queen, wife of another king


And in another age. She grew heavy and mild.


Contented with the chance, never suspecting


She was fertile from the wine defiled


And not a king’s embrace. And so in spring


Was born human, from a magic womb,


Etain into the world a second time.







And so she grew to girlhood, cherishing


All captive things, and grew to hate the forest


Because its horned boughs might be concealing


A bold antelope in charmed arrest,


And wept on summer nights, imagining


The lion howling from his heaven, cased


In stars; but never guessed from where her pity


Sprung, from what unknown captivity.










Where a river rushed into the sea, on a ledge


Of stone, Etain would sit in the evening glow,


Her cheeks as fresh as berries from the hedge,


Her arms white as a single fall of snow,


Her thighs like stems of a flower; and to the edge


Of the water where outrivalled lilies grew,


On a summer night (in every detail the same


As that on which he lost her) Aengus came.







Invisible, he watched her silver comb


Chased with gold, calm her gold hair,


Invisible, he brought to mind a time


When she had bound it back for him with fair


Ornaments which he, when night came,


Unbound again with all a lover’s care,


But in another royal life, of


Which nothing remained only love.







‘O world,’ cried Aengus, ‘I have found again


My only love restored to loveliness


For whom I interwove, to catch the sun,


A bower of every blossom, fruit and grass


In each material, from every season


When she was changed by a Druid’s malice,


And watched her drink its dew and suck


Its honey, and never realised our luck.







How can I kiss these red forgetful lips,


This unfamiliar hand, or take this body


Which has travelled through so many shapes


Of magic to my side? Can an unready


Girl give back a woman? Can green pips


Sweeten the tongue like fruit, or seedy


Grain be wholesome wheat overnight?


And will I ever find again delight







Which I have searched for a thousand years –


Invisible, but none the less in pain,


And none the less a creature of my tears


Crying at corners of the world “Etain”


Without an answer. And now for all my loss


I must begin to woo my love again.


No arms await me, and no recognition,


Only the chance to win again what’s mine.’










Day by summer day Aengus stayed


Beside the cool lake and watched his love


Grow graceful as the forest deer which wade


And drink at dawn, and saw her beauty thrive


And knew she fretted: ‘She will be a bride


Before the winter; she for whom I wove


A shelter out of flowers will shelter now


In other arms, and I have lost my labour.’







Out of the South one day a horseman rode,


His head the colour of the harvest corn,


His cloak full, jewelled and embroidered,


A sword weighing at his side, a horn


Curving at his shoulder. There he wooed


Etain while Aengus watched, his heart torn


In two, hearing his love say: ‘Yes I will


Give you love for love upon that hill.’







Dawn broke after a fevered night


In cold waves, wide as the sea is deep,


Capsizing the half-moon in tidal light,


But Aengus threw his rival into a sleep


As blind as death and by the dreadful right


Of love, disguised himself within that shape


And climbed the hill alone and there appeared


To Etain as the lover she desired.







All about them acorns and dried leaves


Lay close as gold and silver at a feast,


Friendly trees shaded them like slaves


And the sun rising was their priest,


And even by the hours, usual thieves


Of love, they knew that their embrace was blessed


And Aengus wept, half for simple joy,


Half to be within another body.





Knowing it as the necessary price

Of his possession, yet he felt despair


Because he spoke within another voice,


And kissed with strange lips Etain’s fair


Lips, and knew that they were loving twice


In two forms yet with a single fire.


‘What would you say, Etain, if you should know


I loved another woman long ago?’










‘My only love,’ said Etain, ‘overhead


Autumn is decking out the chestnut tree


With embers; our cheeks are pressed against dead


Flowers and we have been lovers in a chilly


Womb of snow; but spring will fling a vivid


Colour on this tree and make ready


The world; and with a same difference,


A heart can love again and yet love once.







‘Are buds less welcome to the April bough


Because they open where all others have?


Is snow less white, the wingspan of the crow


Less black because their purities survive


From past to future, and from then to now?


And so, is any love not every love?’


And with her words Aengus came to rest


At last, and slept safely on her breast.







With many a trumpet, many a bell’s mouth


Opened like a bird’s under the sun,


Etain married Conor, king of the South,


Imagining him the lover whe had lain


With her, ignorant of the strange truth,


But very soon discovered to her pain


Her heart was cold, pressed beneath a weight


Like ice, while her love changed to hate.







Bitter words were woven into the stuff


Of disappointment. ‘How may I say,’ she cried,


‘Where love has gone? I loved you well enough


That bold autumn morning on the hillside.’


But Conor turned to her, his speech rough:


‘I slept that dawn as though I had been dead.’


Then Etain’s heart stirred, her tears


Fell on the stiff frost of a thousand years.







The weather changed; winter with its harsh


Colours became spring; flowers grew,


A stilted crane waded in the marsh,


An argosy of summer fruits blew


Inland on the winds wild and fresh.


Etain only was unstirred by the view


Of the earth waking, but sat alone sewing


Always at her window, always waiting.










Like January’s rose to one of June


Her scarlet cheeks dwindled into white,


Her round flesh almost into bone,


The brilliance of her eye became a twilight,


And as the green earth swelled great


With child, she sickened, separate and thin.
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