Voice
Not my Best Side
I

Not my best side, I'm afraid.

The artist didn't give me a chance to

Pose properly, and as you can see,

Poor chap, he had this obsession with
Triangles, so he left off two of my

Feet. I didn't comment at the time

(What, after all, are two feet

To a monster?) but afterwards

I was sorry for the bad publicity.

Why, I said to myself, should my conqueror
Be so ostentatiously beardless, and ride

A horse with a deformed neck and square hoofs?
Why should my victim be so

Unattractive as to be inedible,

And why should she have me literally

On a string? I don't mind dying

Ritually, since I always rise again,

But I should have liked a little more blood
To show they were taking me seriously.

II

It's hard for a girl to be sure if

She wants to be rescued. I mean, I quite
Took to the dragon. It's nice to be

Liked, if you know what I mean. He was

So nicely physical, with his claws

And lovely green skin, and that sexy tail,

And the way he looked at me,

He made me feel he was all ready to

Eat me. And any girl enjoys that.

So when this boy turned up, wearing machinery,
On a really dangerous horse, to be honest

I didn't much fancy him. I mean,

What was he like underneath the hardware?
He might have acne, blackheads or even

Bad breath for all I could tell, but the dragon--
Well, you could see all his equipment

At a glance. Still, what could I do?

The dragon got himself beaten by the boy,
And a girl's got to think of her future.

III
I have diplomas in Dragon

Management and Virgin Reclamation.
My horse is the latest model, with



Automatic transmission and built-in
Obsolescence. My spear is custom-built,
And my prototype armour

Still on the secret list. You can't

Do better than me at the moment.

I'm qualified and equipped to the

Eyebrow. So why be difficult?

Don't you want to be killed and/or rescued
In the most contemporary way? Don't

You want to carry out the roles

That sociology and myth have designed for you?
Don't you realize that, by being choosy,
You are endangering job prospects

In the spear- and horse-building industries?
What, in any case, does it matter what

You want? You're in my way.

U. A. Fanthorpe



Ozymandias

I met a traveller from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand,

Half sunk, a shatter'd visage lies, whose frown
And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamp'd on these lifeless things,
The hand that mock'd them and the heart that fed.
And on the pedestal these words appear:

"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!"
Nothing beside remains: round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,

The lone and level sands stretch far away.

Percy Bysshe Shelley



Medusa

A suspicion, a doubt, a jealousy

grew in my mind,

which turned the hairs on my head to filthy snakes
as though my thoughts

hissed and spat on my scalp.

My bride’s breath soured, stank

in the grey bags of my lungs.

I'm foul mouthed now, foul tongued,
yellow fanged.

There are bullet tears in my eyes.
Are you terrified?

Be terrified.

It's you I love,

perfect man, Greek God, my own;

but I know you'll go, betray me, stray
from home.

So better by for me if you were stone.

I glanced at a buzzing bee,
a dull grey pebbly fell

to the ground.

I glanced at a singing bird,
a handful of dusty gravel
spattered down

I looked at a ginger cat,

a housebrick

shattered a bowl of milk.
I looked at a snuffling pig,
a boulder rolled

in a heap of shit.

I stared in the mirror.

Love gone bad

showed me a Gorgon.

I stared at a dragon.

Fire spewed

from the mouth of a mountain.

And here you come

with a shield for a heart

and a sword for a tongue
and your girls, your girls.
Wasn't I beautiful

Wasn't I fragrant and young?

Look at me now.

Carol Ann Dufty



Half Caste

Excuse me
standing on one leg
I'm half-caste.

Explain yuself

wha yu mean

when yu say half-caste

yu mean when Picasso
mix red an green

is a half-caste canvas?
explain yuself

wha yu mean

when yu say half-caste

yu mean when light an shadow
mix in de sky

is a half-caste weather?
well in dat case

england weather

nearly always half-caste

in fact some o dem cloud
half-caste till dem overcast
so spiteful dem don't want de sun pass
ah rass?

explain yuself

wha yu mean

when yu say half-caste

yu mean tchaikovsky

sit down at dah piano

an mix a black key

wid a white key

is a half-caste symphony?

Explain yuself

wha yu mean

Ah listening to yu wid de keen
half of mih ear

Ah looking at yu wid de keen
half of mih eye

an when I'm introduced to yu
I'm sure you'll understand
why I offer yu half-a-hand

an when I sleep at night

I close half-a-eye
consequently when I dream

I dream half-a-dream

an when moon begin to glow
I half-caste human being

cast half-a-shadow

but yu must come back tomorrow
wid de whole of yu eye

an de whole of yu ear

an de whole of yu mind.



an I will tell yu
de other half
of my story.

John Agard



Dynamics of Power and Relationships

Hawk Roosting

I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed.
Inaction, no falsifying dream

Between my hooked head and hooked feet:
Or in sleep rehearse perfect kills and eat.

The convenience of the high trees!

The air's buoyancy and the sun's ray

Are of advantage to me;

And the earth's face upward for my inspection.

My feet are locked upon the rough bark.
It took the whole of Creation

To produce my foot, my each feather:
Now I hold Creation in my foot

Or fly up, and revolve it all slowly -

I kill where I please because it is all mine.
There is no sophistry in my body:

My manners are tearing off heads -

The allotment of death.

For the one path of my flight is direct
Through the bones of the living.

No arguments assert my right:

The sun is behind me.

Nothing has changed since I began.
My eye has permitted no change.

I am going to keep things like this.

Ted Hughes



Mrs Beast

These myths going round, these legends, fairytales,

I'll put them straight; so when you stare

Into my face — Helen’s face, Cleopatra’s,

Queen of Sheba’s, Juliet’s — then, deeper,

Gaze into my eyes — Nefertiti’s, Mona Lisa’s,

Garbo’s eyes - think again. The Little Mermaid slit

Her shining, silver tail in two, rubbed salt

Into that stinking wound, got up and walked,

In agony, in fishnet tights, stood up and smiled, waltzed,
All for a Prince, a pretty boy, a charming one

Who'd dump her in the end, chuck her, throw her overboard.
I could have told her — look, love, I should know,
They're bastards when they’re Princes.

What you want to do is find yourself a beast. The sex

Is better. Myself, I came to the House of the Beast
No longer a girl, knowing my own mind,

My own gold stashed in the bank,

My own black horse at the gates

Ready to carry me off at one wrong word,

One false move, one dirty look.

But the Best fell to his knee's at the door

To kiss my glove with his mongrel lips — good —
Showed by the tears in his bloodshot eyes
That he knew he was blessed — better —

Didn't try to conceal his erection,

Size of a mules — best. And the Beast

Watched me open, decant and quaff

A bottle of Chateau Margaux ‘54,

The year of my birth, before he lifted a paw.

I'll tell you more. Stripped of his muslin shirt

And his corduroys, he steamed in his pelt,

Ugly as sin. He had the grunts, the groans, the yelps,
The breath of a goat. I had the language, girls.

The lady says Do this. Harder. The lady says

Do that. Faster. The lady says That's not where I meant.
At last it all made sense. The pig in my bed

Was invited. And if his snout and trotters fouled

My damask sheets, why, then, he’d wash them. Twice.
Meantime, here was his horrid leather tongue

To scour between my toes. Here

Were his hooked and yellowy claws to pick my nose,
If T wanted that. Or to scratch my back

Till it bled. Here was his bullock’s head

To sing off-key all night where I couldn’t hear.

Here was a bit of him like a horse, a ram,

An ape, a wolf, a dog, a donkey, dragon, dinosaur.

Need I say more? On my poker nights, the Beast
Kept out of sight. We were a hard school, tough as fuck,
All of us beautiful and rich — the Woman



Who Married a Minotaur, Goldilocks, the Bride

Of the Bearded Lesbian, Frau Yellow Dwarf, et Moi.

I watched those wonderful women shuffle and deal —
Five and Seven Card Stud, Sidewinder, Hold ‘Em, Draw —

I watched them bet and raise and call. One night,

A head-to-head between Frau Yellow Dwarf and Bearded’s Bride
Was over the biggest pot I'd seen in my puff.

The Frau had the Queen of Clubs on the baize

And Bearded the Queen of Spades. Final card. Queen each.
Frau Yellow raised. Bearded raised. Goldilocks’ eyes

Were glued to the pot as though porridge bubbled there.

The Minotaur’s wife lit a stinking cheroot. Me,

I noticed the Frau’s hand shook as she placed her chips.
Bearded raised her final time, then stared,

Stared so hard you felt your dress would melt

If she blinked. I held my breath. Frau Yellow

Swallowed hard, then called. Sure enough, Bearded flipped

Her Aces over; diamonds, hearts, the pubic Ace of Spades.

And that was a lesson learnt by all of us —

The drop-dead gorgeous Bride of the Bearded Lesbian didn’t bluff.

But behind each player stood a line of ghosts
Unable to win. Eve, Ashputtel. Marilyn Monroe.
Rapunzel slashing wildly at her hair.

Bessie Smith unloved and down and out.
Bluebeard’s wives, Henry VIII's, Show White
Cursing the day she left the seven dwarfs, Diana,
Princess of Wales. The sheepish Beast came in
With a tray of schnapps at the end of the game
And we stood for the toast — Fay Wray —

Then tossed our fiery drinks to the back of our crimson throats.
Bad girls. Serious ladies. Mourning our dead.

So I was hard on the Beast, win or lose,

When I got upstairs, those tragic girls in my head,

Turfing him out of bed; standing alone

On the balcony, the night so cold I could taste the stars

On the tip of my tongue. And I made a prayer —

Thumbing my pearls, the tears of Mary, one by one,

Like a rosary — words for the lost, the captive beautiful,
The wives, those less fortunate than we.

The moon was a hand-mirror breathed on by a Queen.

My breath was a chiffon scarf for an elegant ghost.

I turned to go back inside. Bring me the Beast for the night.
Bring me the wine-cellar key. Let the less-loving one be me.

Carol Ann Duffy



River God

I may be smelly, and I may be old,

Rough in my pebbles, reedy in my pools,

But where my fish float by I bless their swimming

And I like the people to bathe in me, especially women.
But I can drown the fools

Who bathe too close to the weir, contrary to rules.

And they take their time drowning

As I throw them up now and then in a spirit of clowning.
Hi yih, yippity-yap, merrily I flow,

O I may be an old foul river but I have plenty of go.
Once there was a lady who was too bold

She bathed in me by the tall black cliff where the water runs cold,
So I brought her down here

To be my beautiful dear.

Oh will she stay with me will she stay

This beautiful lady, or will she go away?

She lies in my beautiful deep river bed with many a weed
To hold her, and many a waving reed.

Oh who would guess what a beautiful white face lies there
Waiting for me to smooth and wash away the fear

She looks at me with. Hi yih, do not let her

Go. There is no one on earth who does not forget her
Now. They say I am a foolish old smelly river

But they do not know of my wide original bed

Where the lady waits, with her golden sleepy head.

If she wishes to go I will not forgive her.

Stevie Smith



To His Coy Mistress

Had we but world enough, and time,
This coyness, Lady, were no crime.
We would sit down and think which way
To walk and pass our long love's day.
Thou by the Indian Ganges' side
Shouldst rubies find: I by the tide
Of Humber would complain. T would
Love you ten years before the Flood,
And you should, if you please, refuse
Till the conversion of the Jews.
My vegetable love should grow
Vaster than empires, and more slow;
An hundred years should go to praise
Thine eyes and on thy forehead gaze;
Two hundred to adore each breast;
But thirty thousand to the rest;
An age at least to every part,
And the last age should show your heart;
For, Lady, you deserve this state,
Nor would I love at lower rate.

But at my back I always hear
Time's wingeéd chariot hurrying near;
And yonder all before us lie
Deserts of vast eternity.
Thy beauty shall no more be found,
Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound
My echoing song: then worms shall try
That long preserved virginity,
And your quaint honour turn to dust,
And into ashes all my lust:
The grave’s a fine and private place,
But none, I think, do there embrace.

Now therefore, while the youthful hue
Sits on thy skin like morning dew,
And while thy willing soul transpires
At every pore with instant fires,
Now let us sport us while we may,
And now, like amorous birds of prey,
Rather at once our time devour
Than languish in his slow-chapt power.
Let us roll all our strength and all
Our sweetness up into one ball,
And tear our pleasures with rough strife
Thorough the iron gates of life:
Thus, though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make him run.

Andrew Marvell



Anne Hathaway

Item I gyve unto my wief my second best bed...”
(from Shakespeare’s will)

The bed we loved in was a spinning world

of forests, castles, torchlight, cliff-tops, seas
where he would dive for pearls. My lover’s words
were shooting stars which fell to earth as kisses
on these lips; my body now a softer rhyme

to his, now echo, assonance; his touch

a verb dancing in the centre of a noun.

Some nights I dreamed he’d written me, the bed
a page beneath his writer’s hands. Romance
and drama played by touch, by scent, by taste.
In the other bed, the best, our guests dozed on,
dribbling their prose. My living laughing love —

I hold him in the casket of my widow’s head

as he held me upon that next best bed.

Carol Ann Duffy



Les Grands Seigneurs

Men were my buttresses, my castellated towers,

the bowers where I took my rest. The best and worst
of times were men: the peacocks and the cockatoos,
the nightingales, the strutting pink flamingos.

Men were my dolphins, my performing seals; my sailing-ships,
the ballast in my hold. They were the rocking-horses

prancing down the promenade, the bandstand

where the music played. My hurdy-gurdy monkey-men.

I was their queen. I sat enthroned before them,
out of reach. We played at courtly love:
the troubadour, the damsel and the peach.

But after I was wedded, bedded, I became
(yes, overnight) a toy, a plaything, little woman,
wife, a bit of fluff. My husband clicked

his fingers, called my bluff

Dorothy Molloy



