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               Unit-1  

22..Write a brief essay on Tennyson’s life and works. 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
English poet 

 

Born: 
 

August 6, 1809 England 

Died: 
 

October 6, 1892 (aged 83) England 

Title / Office: 

 

poet laureate (1850-1892) 

Notable Works: 

 

“Crossing the Bar” “Demeter and Other 

Poems” “Enoch Arden” “Idylls of the King” “In 

Memoriam” “Locksley Hall” “Mariana” “Maud and 

Other Poems” “Maud” “Poems, Chiefly 

Lyrical” “Poems by Two Brothers” “The Charge of 

the Light Brigade” “The Lady of Shalott” “The Lotos- 

Eaters” “The Princess” “The Promise of May”“Ulssyes 

TOP QUESTIONS 

Why is Alfred, Lord Tennyson, important?  
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Alfred, Lord Tennyson, in full Alfred Tennyson, 1st 
Baron Tennyson of Aldworth and Freshwater, 
(born August 6, 1809, Somersby, Lincolnshire, 
England—died October 6, 1892, Aldworth, Surrey), 
English poet often regarded as the chief representative 
of the Victorian age in poetry. He was raised to the 
peerage in 1884. 
Early life and work 

Tennyson was the fourth of 12 children, born into an 
old Lincolnshire family, his father a rector. Alfred, 
with two of his brothers, Frederick and Charles, was 
sent in 1815 to Louth grammar school—where he was 
unhappy. He left in 1820, but, though home conditions 
were difficult, his father managed to give him a wide 
literary education. Alfred was precocious, and before 
his teens he had composed in the styles of Alexander 
Pope, Sir Walter Scott, and John Milton. To his youth 
also belongs The Devil and the Lady (a collection of 
previously unpublished poems published 
posthumously in 1930), which shows an astonishing 
understanding of Elizabethan dramatic verse. Lord 
Byron was a dominant influence on the young 
Tennyson. 

 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

What was the childhood of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, like? 

Where was Alfred, Lord Tennyson, educated? 

What did Alfred, Lord Tennyson, write? 
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Alfred, Lord Tennyson, detail of an oil painting by 
Samuel Laurence, c. 1840; in the National Portrait 
Gallery, London. 
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London 
At the lonely rectory in Somersby the children were 
thrown upon their own resources. All writers on 
Tennyson emphasize the influence of the Lincolnshire 
countryside on his poetry: the plain, the sea about his 
home, “the sand-built ridge of heaped hills that mound 
the sea,” and “the waste enormous marsh.” 

In 1824 the health of Tennyson’s father began to break 
down, and he took refuge in drink. Alfred, though 
depressed by unhappiness at home, continued to 
write, collaborating with Frederick and Charles 
in Poems by Two Brothers (1826; dated 1827). His 
contributions (more than half the volume) are mostly 
in fashionable styles of the day. 

In 1827 Alfred and Charles joined Frederick at Trinity 
College, Cambridge. There Alfred made friends 
with Arthur Hallam, the gifted son of the historian 
Henry Hallam. This was the deepest friendship of 
Tennyson’s life. The friends became members of 
the Apostles, an exclusive undergraduate club of 
earnest intellectual interests. Tennyson’s reputation 
as a poet increased at Cambridge. In 1829 he won the 
chancellor’s gold medal with a poem 
called Timbuctoo. In 1830 Poems, Chiefly Lyrical was 
published; and in the same year Tennyson, Hallam, 
and other Apostles went to Spain to help in the 
unsuccessful revolution against Ferdinand VII. In the 
meantime, Hallam had become attached to Tennyson’s 
sister Emily but was forbidden by her father to 
correspond with her for a year. 

In 1831 Tennyson’s father died. Alfred’s misery was 
increased by his grandfather’s discovery of his father’s 
debts. He left Cambridge without taking a degree, and 
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his grandfather made financial arrangements for the 
family. In the same year, Hallam published a eulogistic 
article on Poems, Chiefly Lyrical in The Englishman’s 
Magazine. He went to Somersby in 1832 as the 
accepted suitor of Emily. 

 

In 1832 Tennyson published another volume of his 
poems (dated 1833), including “The Lotos-Eaters,” 
“The Palace of Art,” and “The Lady of Shalott.” Among 
them was a satirical epigram on the critic Christopher 
North (pseudonym of the Scottish writer John 
Wilson), who had attacked Poems, Chiefly 
Lyrical in Blackwood’s Magazine. Tennyson’s sally 
prompted a scathing attack on his new volume in 
the Quarterly Review. The attacks distressed 
Tennyson, but he continued to revise his old poems 
and compose new ones. 

 

Waterhouse, John William: “I Am Half Sick of Shadows” 

Said the Lady of Shalott 
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“I Am Half Sick of Shadows” Said the Lady of Shalott, 
showing Tennyson's Lady of Shalott sitting at her 
weaving, oil on canvas by John William Waterhouse, 
1915; in the Art Gallery of Ontario, Canada. 
© Photos.com/Jupiterimages 

 
In 1833 Hallam’s engagement was recognized by his 
family, but while on a visit to Vienna in September he 
died suddenly. The shock to Tennyson was severe. It 
came at a depressing time; three of his brothers, 
Edward, Charles, and Septimus, were suffering 
from mental illness, and the bad reception of his own 
work added to the gloom. Yet it was in this period that 
he wrote some of his most characteristic work: “The 
Two Voices” (of which the original title, significantly, 
was “Thoughts of a Suicide”), “Ulysses,” “St. Simeon 
Stylites,” and, probably, the first draft of “Morte 
d’Arthur.” To this period also belong some of the 
poems that became constituent parts of In 
Memoriam, celebrating Hallam’s death, and lyrics 
later worked into Maud. 

In May 1836 his brother Charles married Louisa 
Sellwood of Horncastle, and at the wedding Alfred fell 
in love with her sister Emily. For some years the lovers 
corresponded, but Emily’s father disapproved of 
Tennyson because of his bohemianism, addiction to 
port and tobacco, and liberal religious views; and in 
1840 he forbade the correspondence. Meanwhile the 
Tennysons had left Somersby and were living a rather 
wandering life nearer London. It was in this period 
that Tennyson made friends with many famous men, 
including the politician William Ewart Gladstone, the 
historian Thomas Carlyle, and the poet Walter Savage 
Landor. 

 

(IN MEMORIAM) 
(FIRST TO FIVE CANTOS) 
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I 
I held it truth, with him who sings 

To one clear harp in divers tones, 
That men may rise on stepping-stones 

Of their dead selves to higher things. 
 
But who shall so forecast the years 

And find in loss a gain to match? 
Or reach a hand thro' time to catch 

The far-off interest of tears? 
 
Let Love clasp Grief lest both be drown'd, 

Let darkness keep her raven gloss: 
Ah, sweeter to be drunk with loss, 

To dance with death, to beat the ground, 
 
Than that the victor Hours should scorn 

The long result of love, and boast, 
`Behold the man that loved and lost, 

But all he was is overworn.' 
 
II 
Old Yew, which graspest at the stones 

That name the under-lying dead, 
Thy fibres net the dreamless head, 

Thy roots are wrapt about the bones. 
 
The seasons bring the flower again, 

And bring the firstling to the flock; 
And in the dusk of thee, the clock 

Beats out the little lives of men. 
 
O, not for thee the glow, the bloom, 

Who changest not in any gale, 



Nor branding summer suns avail 
To touch thy thousand years of gloom: 

 
And gazing on thee, sullen tree, 

Sick for thy stubborn hardihood, 
I seem to fail from out my blood 

And grow incorporate into thee. 
 
III 
O Sorrow, cruel fellowship, 

O Priestess in the vaults of Death, 
O sweet and bitter in a breath, 

What whispers from thy lying lip? 
 
'The stars,' she whispers, `blindly run; 

A web is wov'n across the sky; 
From out waste places comes a cry, 

And murmurs from the dying sun: 
 
'And all the phantom, Nature, stands— 

With all the music in her tone, 
A hollow echo of my own,— 

A hollow form with empty hands.' 
 
And shall I take a thing so blind, 

Embrace her as my natural good; 
Or crush her, like a vice of blood, 

Upon the threshold of the mind? 
 
IV 
To Sleep I give my powers away; 

My will is bondsman to the dark; 
I sit within a helmless bark, 

And with my heart I muse and say: 



 

O heart, how fares it with thee now, 
That thou should'st fail from thy desire, 
Who scarcely darest to inquire, 

'What is it makes me beat so low?' 
 
Something it is which thou hast lost, 

Some pleasure from thine early years. 
Break, thou deep vase of chilling tears, 

That grief hath shaken into frost! 
 
Such clouds of nameless trouble cross 

All night below the darken'd eyes; 
With morning wakes the will, and cries, 

'Thou shalt not be the fool of loss.' 
 
V 
I sometimes hold it half a sin 

To put in words the grief I feel; 
For words, like Nature, half reveal 

And half conceal the Soul within. 
 
But, for the unquiet heart and brain, 

A use in measured language lies; 
The sad mechanic exercise, 

Like dull narcotics, numbing pain. 
 
In words, like weeds, I'll wrap me o'er, 

Like coarsest clothes against the cold: 
But that large grief which these enfold 

Is given in outline and no more. 

INTRODUCTION OF THE POEM 



In Memoriam. Alfred, Lord Tennyson (which we should think of 

as both the "for-reals" Tennyson of the Victorian period, but 

also as the fictionalized speaker of the poem) wallows in his 

grief over losing his dear friend Arthur, who has died of a brain 

hemorrhage at the tragically young age of 22. 

UNIT-2 

WB Yeats Life and Works 
 

One of Ireland's famous literary sons and its foremost poet, 

William Butler Yeats was a hugely influential figure in 19th 

Century Ireland. Yeats helped establish Dublin's Abbey Theatre 

and won the Nobel Prize for Literature. 

William Butler Yeats was born in Dublin on 13th June 1865. 

Yeats' family were a very well to do, Anglo Irish Protestant 

family, his father was a Barrister and his brother Jack Butler 

Yeats would later find fame as an artist. Yeats' mother was 

from Co. Sligo, where her father had been rector at Drumcliffe 

Church. The association with Sligo was of huge importance to 

Yeats' writings, for though he was born and educated in Dublin, 

his literature drew on the rich Irish folklore and iconic landscapes 

that he found in his maternal home county. 

Much of Yeats early poetry was influenced by religious symbols, 

Irish mythology and the romantics most notably Shelley. Yeats' 

first significant work was the Isle of Statues, published in the 

Dublin University Review and was followed by The Wanderings 

of Oisin and Other Stories in 1889. Here Yeats delves into the 

Irish Mythology of the Fenian Cycle. 

In 1889, Yeats met Maude Gonne, who was to have a huge 

influence on his writings. Yeats became besotted with Gonne and 

asked her to marry him two years after they met. She rejected 

him, and was to reject his proposal on three further occasions. In 

1896, Yeats was to meet a second influential female figure in his 

life, Lady Gregory. It was Lady Gregory who encouraged, Yeats' 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/alfred-tennyson
https://www.discoveringireland.com/dublin-city
http://discoveringireland.com/sligo
https://www.discoveringireland.com/oisin


Irish nationalism and together with J M Synge, Sean O'Casey and 

Padraic Colum, Yeats established a literary movement known as 

the Irish Literary Revival or Celtic Revival. 

In 1904, this movement found its stage, when Yeats, J. M. Synge, 

Lady Gregory, Martyn and George Moore founded the Abbey 

Theatre in Dublin. The Abbey is both famous and infamous in 

Ireland for staging ground breaking but controversial 

productions such as J.M. Synge's Playboy of the Western World' 

and Sean O'Casey's The Plough and the Stars. 

Throughout his career, Yeats' writings portrayed a number of 

influences. As well as romanticism, his earlier work was 

influenced by mysticism, which remained a life long interest of 

Yeats'. In his later years Yeats' poetry became more politicised, 

as the fervour for Irish nationalism grew stronger during the late 

19th Century. When Ireland gained independence, Yeats was 

appointed to the Irish Senate in 1922 and again in 1925. The 

crowning glory of Yeats' career came in 1923 when he was 

awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, for his inspired poetry, 

which gives expression to the spirit of a whole nation. 

On 28th January 1939, William Butler Yeats died aged 73. In 

accordance with his last wishes, Yeats is buried at the Drumcliffe 

Church in County Sligo that his grandfather once practiced. On 

his tombstone is written Yeats' epitaph, taken from the last line of 

one of his last poems, Under Ben Bulben, Cast a cold Eye, On 

Life, on Death. Horseman, pass by! 

In Co. Sligo, the Yeats Society was established in 1958 to 

commemorate Yeats and promote his works. The Yeats Society is 

located in the Yeats Memorial building in Sligo town, which also 

houses the Yeats Exhibition Centre and the Sligo Art Gallery, 

displaying works from J.B Yeats. The Yeats Society runs the 

Yeats International Summer School in the first weekend of 

August, with lectures and seminars on literature and a winter 

school held over the last weekend in January. In conjunction with 

the summer school, there is a Yeats Festival held in Sligo from the 

last week in July to the first in August. The festival boasts an 
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energetic two weeks of entertainments in literature, music and 

drama. 

Introduction of the poem 

The poem 'A Prayer for my Daughter' portrays the 

theme of love and anxiety of a father, who has been 

blessed with a daughter. It also presents the poet's 

hopes for his daughter and his expectation of her 

becoming a very beautiful woman, blessed with the 

attributes of a virtuous soul. 

A Prayer for my Daughter 

Once more the storm is howling, and half hid 
Under this cradle-hood and coverlid 
My child sleeps on. There is no obstacle 
But Gregory's wood and one bare hill 
Whereby the haystack- and roof-levelling wind, 
Bred on the Atlantic, can be stayed; 
And for an hour I have walked and prayed 
Because of the great gloom that is in my mind. 

I have walked and prayed for this young child an hour 
And heard the sea-wind scream upon the tower, 
And under the arches of the bridge, and scream 
In the elms above the flooded stream; 
Imagining in excited reverie 
That the future years had come, 
Dancing to a frenzied drum, 
Out of the murderous innocence of the sea. 

May she be granted beauty and yet not 
Beauty to make a stranger's eye distraught, 
Or hers before a looking-glass, for such, 
Being made beautiful overmuch, 
Consider beauty a sufficient end, 
Lose natural kindness and maybe 



The heart-revealing intimacy 
That chooses right, and never find a friend. 

Helen being chosen found life flat and dull 
And later had much trouble from a fool, 
While that great Queen, that rose out of the spray, 
Being fatherless could have her way 
Yet chose a bandy-leggèd smith for man. 
It's certain that fine women eat 
A crazy salad with their meat 
Whereby the Horn of Plenty is undone. 

In courtesy I'd have her chiefly learned; 
Hearts are not had as a gift but hearts are earned 
By those that are not entirely beautiful; 
Yet many, that have played the fool 
For beauty's very self, has charm made wise, 
And many a poor man that has roved, 
Loved and thought himself beloved, 
From a glad kindness cannot take his eyes. 

May she become a flourishing hidden tree 
That all her thoughts may like the linnet be, 
And have no business but dispensing round 
Their magnanimities of sound, 
Nor but in merriment begin a chase, 
Nor but in merriment a quarrel. 
O may she live like some green laurel 
Rooted in one dear perpetual place. 

My mind, because the minds that I have loved, 
The sort of beauty that I have approved, 
Prosper but little, has dried up of late, 
Yet knows that to be choked with hate 
May well be of all evil chances chief. 
If there's no hatred in a mind 
Assault and battery of the wind 
Can never tear the linnet from the leaf. 



An intellectual hatred is the worst, 
So let her think opinions are accursed. 
Have I not seen the loveliest woman born 
Out of the mouth of Plenty's horn, 
Because of her opinionated mind 
Barter that horn and every good 
By quiet natures understood 
For an old bellows full of angry wind? 

Considering that, all hatred driven hence, 
The soul recovers radical innocence 
And learns at last that it is self-delighting, 
Self-appeasing, self-affrighting, 
And that its own sweet will is Heaven's will; 
She can, though every face should scowl 
And every windy quarter howl 
Or every bellows burst, be happy still. 

And may her bridegroom bring her to a house 
Where all's accustomed, ceremonious; 
For arrogance and hatred are the wares 
Peddled in the thoroughfares. 
How but in custom and in ceremony 
Are innocence and beauty born? 
Ceremony's a name for the rich horn, 
And custom for the spreading laurel tree. 

The Second Coming Introduction 

 

"The Second Coming" is easily one of the most famous and 

frequently quoted poems in all of Western literature. Several 

famous prose writers have used lines from W.B. Yeats’s poems as 

titles to their books, and "The Second Coming" is no exception. 

For example, Chinua Achebe, an African writer, used part of the 

third line as the title of his novel, Things Fall Apart, and Woody 

Allen recently wrote a book called Mere Anarchy. 
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Yeats’s poem was first published in 1920, a year after the end 

of World War I, "the Great War," in which millions of European 

died. While many people at the time just wanted to get on with 

their lives, Yeats thought that European society had pretty much 

broken down, and the poem is a terrifying prediction of future 

violence. Unfortunately, the rise of Hitler and fascism in the 1930s 

proved him largely correct, and many find the poem disturbingly 

prophetic in light of the later wars of the twentieth century. 

However, we shouldn’t somehow think that Yeats was a 

depressive based on this single work, his bleakest. Many of his 

other poems engage with more uplifting subjects, like love and 

Irish folklore. Nor should we think that Yeats was defeatist. After 

all, he was a very active figure in Irish politics throughout his life, 

which was in the process of gaining its independence from 

England. By the time this poem was published, he had already 

been famous for many years, and he was awarded the Nobel Prize 

in Literature in 1923. 
 
 

The Second Coming 

W. B. Yeats - 1865-1939 

 
Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 

Surely some revelation is at hand; 
Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out 
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi 

https://www.shmoop.com/wwi/
http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/article.php?lang=en&ModuleId=10007430
http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/
http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/
https://poets.org/poet/w-b-yeats


Sailing To Byzantium Poem 

by William Butler Yeats 

Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert 
A shape with lion body and the head of a man, 
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it 
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds. 
The darkness drops again; but now I know 
That twenty centuries of stony sleep 
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle, 
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 

The Use of Poetic Device 

1.Metaphor 

2.Hyperbole 

3.Consonance 

4.Allusion 

5.Alliteration 

6.Symbolism 

7.Assonance 

8.Imagery 



I 

That is no country for old men. The young 

In one another's arms, birds in the trees 

---Those dying generations---at their song, 

The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas, 

Fish, flesh, or fowl commend all summer long 

Whatever is begotten, born, and dies. 

Caught in that sensual music all neglect 

Monuments of unaging intellect. 

 
II 

An aged man is but a paltry thing, 

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless 

Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing 

For every tatter in its mortal dress, 

Nor is there singing school but studying 

Monuments of its own magnificence; 

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come 

To the holy city of Byzantium. 

 
III 

O sages standing in God's holy fire 

As in the gold mosaic of a wall, 

Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre, 

And be the singing-masters of my soul. 

Consume my heart away; sick with desire 

And fastened to a dying animal 

It knows not what it is; and gather me 

Into the artifice of eternity. 

 
IV 

Once out of nature I shall never take 

My bodily form from any natural thing, 

But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make 

Of hammered gold and gold enamelling 

To keep a drowsy Emperor awake; 



Or set upon a golden bough to sing 

To lords and ladies of Byzantium 

Of what is past, or passing, or to come 

Introduction of the poem 

 
"Sailing to Byzantium" is a poem by William Butler Yeats, 

first published in the 1928 collection The Tower. It 

comprises four stanzas in ottava rima, each made up of 

eight lines of iambic pentameter. ... Yeats explores his 

thoughts and musings on how immortality, art, and the 

human spirit may converge. 



Devi Ahilya Arts and Commerce (Jagdale) College 

Session -2021-2022 

Class-B.A 3RD Year   

Paper-1(Poetry ) 

  Unit-3  

Q.Write an Essay on life and works of T.S Eliot 

T.S. Eliot, in full Thomas Stearns Eliot, (born 
September 26, 1888, St. Louis, Missouri, U.S.—died 
January 4, 1965, London, England), American-English 
poet, playwright, literary critic, and editor, a leader of 
the Modernist movement in poetry in such works 
as The Waste Land (1922) and Four Quartets (1943). 
Eliot exercised a strong influence on Anglo- 
American culture from the 1920s until late in the 
century. His experiments in diction, style, and 
versification revitalized English poetry, and in a series 
of critical essays he shattered old orthodoxies and 
erected new ones. The publication of Four 
Quartets led to his recognition as the greatest living 
English poet and man of letters, and in 1948 he was 
awarded both the Order of Merit and the Nobel 
Prize for Literature. 
Early years 

Eliot was descended from a distinguished New 
England family that had relocated to St. Louis, 
Missouri. His family allowed him the widest education 
available in his time, with no influence from his father 
to be ―practical‖ and to go into business. From Smith 
Academy in St. Louis he went to Milton, in 
Massachusetts; from Milton he entered Harvard in 
1906; he received a B.A. in 1909, after three instead of 
the usual four years. The men who influenced him at 
Harvard were George Santayana, the philosopher and 
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poet, and the critic Irving Babbitt. From Babbitt he 
derived an anti-Romantic attitude that, amplified by 
his later reading of British philosophers F.H. 
Bradley and T.E. Hulme, lasted through his life. In the 
academic year 1909–10 he was an assistant in 
philosophy at Harvard. 

He spent the year 1910–11 in France, attending Henri 
Bergson’s lectures in philosophy at the Sorbonne and 
reading poetry with Alain-Fournier. Eliot’s study of the 
poetry of Dante, of the English writers John 
Webster and John Donne, and of the French 
Symbolist Jules Laforgue helped him to find his own 
style. From 1911 to 1914 he was back at Harvard, 
reading Indian philosophy and studying Sanskrit. In 
1913 he read Bradley’s Appearance and Reality; by 
1916 he had finished, in Europe, a dissertation entitled 
―Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F.H. 

Bradley.” But World War I had intervened, and he never 
returned to Harvard to take the final oral examination for the 
Ph.D. degree. In 1914 Eliot met and began a close association 
with the American poet Ezra Pound. 
The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock 

T. S. Eliot - 1888-1965 
 

 
 

S'io credesse che mia risposta fosse 
A persona che mai tornasse al mondo, 
Questa fiamma staria senza piu scosse. 
Ma perciocche giammai di questo fondo 
Non torno vivo alcun, s'i'odo il vero, 
Senza tema d'infamia ti rispondo. 

Let us go then, you and I, 
When the evening is spread out against the sky 
Like a patient etherized upon a table; 
Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets, 
The muttering retreats 
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Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels 
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells: 
Streets that follow like a tedious argument 
Of insidious intent 
To lead you to an overwhelming question… 
Oh, do not ask, "What is it?" 
Let us go and make our visit. 

In the room the women come and go 
Talking of Michelangelo. 

The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window- 
panes, 
The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window- 
panes 
Licked its tongue into the corners of the evening, 
Lingered upon the pools that stand in drains, 
Let fall upon its back the soot that falls from chimneys, 
Slipped by the terrace, made a sudden leap, 
And seeing that it was a soft October night, 
Curled once about the house, and fell asleep. 

And indeed there will be time 
For the yellow smoke that slides along the street, 
Rubbing its back upon the window-panes; 
There will be time, there will be time 
To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet; 
There will be time to murder and create, 
And time for all the works and days of hands 
That lift and drop a question on your plate; 
Time for you and time for me, 
And time yet for a hundred indecisions, 
And for a hundred visions and revisions, 
Before the taking of a toast and tea. 

In the room the women come and go 
Talking of Michelangelo. 



And indeed there will be time 
To wonder, "Do I dare?" and, "Do I dare?" 
Time to turn back and descend the stair, 
With a bald spot in the middle of my hair— 
[They will say: "How his hair is growing thin!"] 
My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the 
chin, 
My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple 
pin— 
[They will say: "But how his arms and legs are thin!"] 
Do I dare 
Disturb the universe? 
In a minute there is time 
For decisions and revisions which a minute will 
reverse. 

For I have known them all already, known them all— 
Have known the evenings, mornings, afternoons, 
I have measured out my life with coffee spoons; 
I know the voices dying with a dying fall 
Beneath the music from a farther room. 

So how should I presume? 

And I have known the eyes already, known them all— 
The eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase, 
And when I am formulated, sprawling on a pin, 
When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall, 
Then how should I begin 
To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways? 

And how should I presume? 

And I have known the arms already, known them all— 
Arms that are braceleted and white and bare 
[But in the lamplight, downed with light brown hair!] 
Is it perfume from a dress 
That makes me so digress? 
Arms that lie along a table, or wrap about a shawl. 

And should I then presume? 
And how should I begin? 



. . . . . 

Shall I say, I have gone at dusk through narrow streets 
And watched the smoke that rises from the pipes 
Of lonely men in shirt-sleeves, leaning out of 
windows? … 

I should have been a pair of ragged claws 
Scuttling across the floors of silent seas. 

. . . . . 

And the afternoon, the evening, sleeps so peacefully! 
Smoothed by long fingers, 
Asleep… tired… or it malingers, 
Stretched on the floor, here beside you and me. 
Should I, after tea and cakes and ices, 
Have the strength to force the moment to its crisis? 
But though I have wept and fasted, wept and prayed, 
Though I have seen my head [grown slightly bald] 
brought in upon a platter, 
I am no prophet—and here's no great matter; 
I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker, 
And I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and 
snicker, 
And in short, I was afraid. 

And would it have been worth it, after all, 
After the cups, the marmalade, the tea, 
Among the porcelain, among some talk of you and me, 
Would it have been worth while, 
To have bitten off the matter with a smile, 
To have squeezed the universe into a ball 
To roll it toward some overwhelming question, 
To say: "I am Lazarus, come from the dead, 
Come back to tell you all, I shall tell you all"— 
If one, settling a pillow by her head, 

Should say: "That is not what I meant at all. 
That is not it, at all." 



And would it have been worth it, after all, 
Would it have been worth while, 
After the sunsets and the dooryards and the sprinkled 
streets, 
After the novels, after the teacups, after the skirts that 
trail along the floor— 
And this, and so much more?— 
It is impossible to say just what I mean! 
But as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns 
on a screen: 
Would it have been worth while 
If one, settling a pillow or throwing off a shawl, 
And turning toward the window, should say: 

"That is not it at all, 
That is not what I meant, at all." 

. . . . . 

No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be; 
Am an attendant lord, one that will do 
To swell a progress, start a scene or two, 
Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool, 
Deferential, glad to be of use, 
Politic, cautious, and meticulous; 
Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse; 
At times, indeed, almost ridiculous— 
Almost, at times, the Fool. 

I grow old… I grow old… 
I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled. 

Shall I part my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach? 
I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the 
beach. 
I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. 

I do not think that they will sing to me. 



I have seen them riding seaward on the waves 
Combing the white hair of the waves blown back 
When the wind blows the water white and black. 

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown. 

Introduction of the poem 

"The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" is totally a modernist 

poem. Its author, T.S. Eliot, was an American who moved to 

Britain in 1914. Eliot wrote most of "Prufrock" when he was 22 

years old (!), in the years before the start of World War I. At that 

time, Britain was considered the most modern country in the 

world. The poem is set in a big, dirty city, and its speaker is a very 

unhappy man who is afraid of living and therefore bored all the 

time. War, cities, boredom, and fear: these are all classic 

modernist themes. 

 
Eliot got "Prufrock" published in Poetry magazine in 1915 with 

the help of his buddy Ezra Pound, who was like a friendly uncle- 

figure to a lot of the European modernists. In 1917 it was 

published as part of a small book called Prufrock and Other 

Observations. 

 
It was considered pretty experimental at the time, and a lot of 

people hated it. The "Literary Supplement" of The London 

Times had this to say: "The fact that these things occurred to the 

mind of Mr Eliot is surely of the very smallest importance to 

anyone, even to himself. They certainly have no relation to 

poetry…" (Times Literary Supplement 21 June 1917, no. 805, 299). 

A lot of people still hate the poem, mostly because they had it 

pounded into them by overly strict teachers in school, which is the 

quickest way to suck the fun out of anything. Fortunately, Eliot 

has fallen a bit out of style lately, so now’s the perfect time to pick 
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up the poem and decide for yourself how you feel about it. 

 
After the publication of "Prufrock," Eliot went on to publish 

some of the most important poems of the 20th century, including 

"The Waste Land," his best known. He was awarded the Nobel 

Prize for Literature in 1948. 

 

Journey of the Magi 
 



T. S. Eliot 

“A cold coming we had of it, 

Just the worst time of the year 

For a journey, and such a long journey: 

The ways deep and the weather sharp, 

The very dead of winter.” 

And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory, 

Lying down in the melting snow. 

There were times we regretted 

The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces, 

And the silken girls bringing sherbet. 

Then the camel men cursing and grumbling 

And running away, and wanting their liquor and women, 

And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters, 

And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly 
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And the villages dirty and charging high prices: 

A hard time we had of it. 

At the end we preferred to travel all night, 

Sleeping in snatches, 

With the voices singing in our ears, saying 

That this was all folly. 

Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley, 

Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation; 

With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness, 

And three trees on the low sky, 

And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow. 

Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel, 

Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver, 

And feet kicking the empty wine-skins. 

But there was no information, and so we continued 

And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon 

Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory. 

All this was a long time ago, I remember, 

And I would do it again, but set down 

This set down 

This: were we led all that way for 



Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly, 

We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death, 

But had thought they were different; this Birth was 

Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death. 

We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 

But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 

With an alien people clutching their gods. 

I should be glad of another death. 

Introduction of the poem 

“Journey of the Magi” is a deeply allegorical poem about 

the pain of spiritual rebirth. ... And as the poem's speaker 

recollects the arduous journey to Bethlehem, he explores 

his own thoughts and feelings regarding the seismic shift 

in the world that Jesus's birth represents. 

Unit-4 

Q.Write a brief about the life and works of W.H Auden in 

your words 

 

W. H. Auden, in full Wystan Hugh Auden, (born 
February 21, 1907, York, Yorkshire, England—died 
September 29, 1973, Vienna, Austria), English-born 
poet and man of letters who achieved early fame in the 
1930s as a hero of the left during the Great 
Depression. Most of his verse dramas of this period 
were written in collaboration with Christopher 
Isherwood. In 1939 Auden settled in the United States, 
becoming a U.S. citizen. 
Life 
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In 1908 Auden’s family moved to Birmingham, where 
his father became medical officer and professor in the 
university. Since the father was a distinguished 
physician of broad scientific interests and the mother 
had been a nurse, the atmosphere of the home was 
more scientific than literary. It was also devoutly 
Anglo-Catholic, and Auden’s first religious memories 
were of ―exciting magical rites.‖ The family name, 
spelled Audun, appears in the Icelandic sagas, and 
Auden inherited from his father a fascination 
with Iceland. 
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His education followed the standard pattern for 
children of the middle and upper classes. At 8 he was 
sent away to St. Edmund’s preparatory school, in 
Surrey, and at 13 to a public (private) school, 
Gresham’s, at Holt, in Norfolk. Auden intended to be a 
mining engineer and was interested primarily in 
science; he specialized in biology. By 1922 he had 
discovered his vocation as a poet, and two years later 
his first poem was published in Public School Verse. In 
1925 he entered the University of Oxford (Christ 
Church), where he established 
a formidable reputation as poet and sage, having a 
strong influence on such other 
literary intellectuals as C. Day Lewis (named poet 
laureate in 1968), Louis MacNeice, and 
Stephen Spender, who printed by hand the first 
collection of Auden’s poems in 1928. Though their 
names were often linked with his as poets of the so- 
called Auden generation, the notion of an ―Auden 
Group‖ dedicated to revolutionary politics was largely 
a journalistic invention. Upon graduating from Oxford 
in 1928, Auden, offered a year abroad by his parents, 
chose Berlin rather than the Paris by which the 
previous literary generation had been fascinated. He 
fell in love with the German language and was 
influenced by its poetry, cabaret songs, and plays, 
especially those by Bertolt Brecht. He returned to 
become a schoolmaster in Scotland and England for 
the next five years. 

In his Collected Shorter Poems Auden divides his 
career into four periods. The first extends from 1927, 
when he was still an undergraduate, through The 
Orators of 1932. The ―charade‖ Paid on Both Sides, 
which along with Poems established Auden’s 
reputation in 1930, best reveals the imperfectly fused 
but fascinating amalgam of material from the 
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Icelandic sagas, Old English poetry, public-school 
stories, Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud and other 
psychologists, and schoolboy humour that enters into 
all these works. The poems are uneven and often 
obscure, pulled in contrary directions by the 
subjective impulse to fantasy, the mythic and 
unconscious, and the objective impulse to 
a diagnosis of the ills of society and the psychological 
and moral defects of the individuals who constitute it. 
Though the social and political implications of the 
poetry attracted most attention, the psychological 
aspect is primary. The notion of poetry as a kind of 
therapy, performing a function somehow analogous to 
the psychoanalytical, remains fundamental in Auden. 

The second period, 1933–38, is that in which Auden 
was the hero of the left. Continuing the analysis of the 
evils of capitalist society, he also warned of the rise of 
totalitarianism. In On This Island (1937; in 
Britain, Look, Stranger!, 1936) his verse became more 
open in texture and accessible to a larger public. For 
the Group Theatre, a society that put on experimental 
and noncommercial plays in London, he wrote 
first The Dance of Death (a musical propaganda play) 
and then three plays in collaboration with Christopher 
Isherwood, Auden’s friend since preparatory 
school: The Dog Beneath the Skin (1935), The Ascent 
of F 6 (1936), and On the Frontier (1938). Auden also 
wrote commentaries for documentary films, including 
a classic of that genre, Night Mail (1936); numerous 
essays and book reviews; and reportage, most notably 
on a trip to Iceland with MacNeice, described 
in Letters from Iceland (1937), and a trip to China with 
Isherwood that was the basis of Journey to a 
War (1939). Auden visited Spain briefly in 1937, his 
poem Spain (1937) being the only immediate result; 
but the visit, according to his later recollections, 
marked the beginning both of his disillusion with the 
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left and of his return to Christianity. In 1936 he 
married Erika Mann, the daughter of the German 
novelist Thomas Mann, in order to provide her with a 
British passport. When he and Isherwood went to 
China, they crossed the United States both ways, and 
on the return journey they both decided to settle there. 
In January 1939, both did so. 

In the third period, 1939–46, Auden became an 
American citizen and underwent decisive changes in 
his religious and intellectual perspective. Another 
Time (1940) contains some of his best songs and 
topical verse, and The Double Man (containing ―New 
Year Letter,‖ which provided the title of the British 
edition; 1941) embodies his position on the verge of 
commitment to Christianity. The beliefs and attitudes 
that are basic to all of Auden’s work after 1940 are 
defined in three long poems: religious in the 
Christmas oratorio For the Time 
Being (1944); aesthetic in the same volume’s Sea and 
the Mirror (a quasi-dramatic ―commentary‖ on 
William Shakespeare’s The Tempest); and social- 
psychological in The Age of Anxiety (1947), the 
―baroque eclogue‖ that won Auden the Pulitzer 
Prize in 1948. Auden wrote no long poems after that. 

The fourth period began in 1948, when Auden 
established the pattern of leaving New York City each 
year to spend the months from April to October in 
Europe. From 1948 to 1957 his summer residence was 
the Italian island of Ischia; in the latter year he bought 
a farmhouse in Kirchstetten, Austria, where he then 
spent his summers. In The Shield of 
Achilles (1955), Homage to Clio (1960), About the 
House (1965), and City Without Walls (1969) are 
sequences of poems arranged according to an external 
pattern (canonical hours, types of landscape, rooms of 
a house). With Chester Kallman, an American poet 
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and close friend who lived with him for more than 20 
years, he rehabilitated the art of the opera libretto. 
Their best-known collaborations are The Rake’s 
Progress (1951), for Igor Stravinsky; Elegy for Young 
Lovers (1961) and The Bassarids (1966), for Hans 
Werner Henze; and Love’s Labour’s Lost for Nicolas 
Nabokov. They also edited An Elizabethan Song 
Book (1956). In 1962 Auden published a volume 
of criticism, The Dyer’s Hand, and in 1970 a 
commonplace book, A Certain World. He spent much 
time on editing and translating, notably The Collected 
Poems of St. John Perse (1972). In 1972 Auden 
transferred his winter residence from New York City 
to Oxford, where he was an honorary fellow at Christ 
Church College. Of the numerous honours conferred 
on Auden in this last period, the Bollingen 
Prize (1953), the National Book Award (1956), and the 
professorship of poetry at Oxford (1956–61) may be 
mentioned. 

 

In Memory of W. B. Yeats 
W. H. Auden - 1907-1973 

I 

He disappeared in the dead of winter: 
The brooks were frozen, the airports almost deserted, 
And snow disfigured the public statues; 
The mercury sank in the mouth of the dying day. 
What instruments we have agree 
The day of his death was a dark cold day. 

Far from his illness 
The wolves ran on through the evergreen forests, 
The peasant river was untempted by the fashionable 
quays; 
By mourning tongues 
The death of the poet was kept from his poems. 
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But for him it was his last afternoon as himself, 
An afternoon of nurses and rumours; 
The provinces of his body revolted, 
The squares of his mind were empty, 
Silence invaded the suburbs, 
The current of his feeling failed; he became his 
admirers. 

Now he is scattered among a hundred cities 
And wholly given over to unfamiliar affections, 
To find his happiness in another kind of wood 
And be punished under a foreign code of conscience. 
The words of a dead man 
Are modified in the guts of the living. 

But in the importance and noise of to-morrow 
When the brokers are roaring like beasts on the floor 
of the bourse, 
And the poor have the sufferings to which they are 
fairly accustomed 
And each in the cell of himself is almost convinced of 
his freedom 
A few thousand will think of this day 
As one thinks of a day when one did something slightly 
unusual. 

What instruments we have agree 
The day of his death was a dark cold day. 

 

 
II 

You were silly like us; your gift survived it all: 
The parish of rich women, physical decay, 
Yourself. Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry. 
Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still, 
For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives 
In the valley of its making where executives 



Would never want to tamper, flows on south 
From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs, 
Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives, 
A way of happening, a mouth. 

 

 
III 

Earth, receive an honoured guest: 
William Yeats is laid to rest. 
Let the Irish vessel lie 
Emptied of its poetry. 

In the nightmare of the dark 
All the dogs of Europe bark, 
And the living nations wait, 
Each sequestered in its hate; 

Intellectual disgrace 
Stares from every human face, 
And the seas of pity lie 
Locked and frozen in each eye. 

Follow, poet, follow right 
To the bottom of the night, 
With your unconstraining voice 

 

Still persuade us to rejoice; 

With the farming of a verse 
Make a vineyard of the curse, 
Sing of human unsuccess 
In a rapture of distress; 

In the deserts of the heart 
Let the healing fountain start, 
In the prison of his days 
Teach the free man how to praise. 



Introduction: 

In Memory of W. B. Yeats was first published in New 
Republic 1939. The poem was written by Auden to mourn 
the death of W.B Yeats, the great Irish poet and a 
contemporary of Auden, in January 1939. 

The Unknown Citizen 
W. H. Auden - 1907-1973 

(To JS/07 M 378 
This Marble Monument 
Is Erected by the State) 

He was found by the Bureau of Statistics to be 
One against whom there was no official complaint, 
And all the reports on his conduct agree 
That, in the modern sense of an old-fashioned word, 
he was a saint, 
For in everything he did he served the Greater 
Community. 
Except for the War till the day he retired 
He worked in a factory and never got fired, 
But satisfied his employers, Fudge Motors Inc. 
Yet he wasn't a scab or odd in his views, 
For his Union reports that he paid his dues, 
(Our report on his Union shows it was sound) 
And our Social Psychology workers found 
That he was popular with his mates and liked a drink. 
The Press are convinced that he bought a paper every 
day 
And that his reactions to advertisements were normal 
in every way. 
Policies taken out in his name prove that he was fully 
insured, 
And his Health-card shows he was once in hospital but 
left it cured. 
Both Producers Research and High-Grade Living 
declare 
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He was fully sensible to the advantages of the 
Instalment Plan 
And had everything necessary to the Modern Man, 
A phonograph, a radio, a car and a frigidaire. 
Our researchers into Public Opinion are content 
That he held the proper opinions for the time of year; 
When there was peace, he was for peace: when there 
was war, he went. 
He was married and added five children to the 
population, 
Which our Eugenist says was the right number for a 
parent of his generation. 
And our teachers report that he never interfered with 
their education. 
Was he free? Was he happy? The question is absurd: 
Had anything been wrong, we should certainly have 
heard. 

 

 
Introduction: 

 

 
“The Unknown Citizen” by W.H. Auden describes, through 
the form of a dystopian report, the life of an unknown man. 
By describing the "average citizen" through the eyes of 
various government organizations, the poem criticizes 
standardization and the modern state's relationship with 
its citizens. 

 

 
The Shield of Achilles 

W. H. Auden - 1907-1973 

https://poets.org/poet/w-h-auden


She looked over his shoulder 
For vines and olive trees, 

Marble well-governed cities 
And ships upon untamed seas, 

But there on the shining metal 
His hands had put instead 

An artificial wilderness 
And a sky like lead. 

A plain without a feature, bare and brown, 
No blade of grass, no sign of neighborhood, 

Nothing to eat and nowhere to sit down, 
Yet, congregated on its blankness, stood 
An unintelligible multitude, 

A million eyes, a million boots in line, 
Without expression, waiting for a sign. 

Out of the air a voice without a face 
Proved by statistics that some cause was just 

In tones as dry and level as the place: 
No one was cheered and nothing was discussed; 
Column by column in a cloud of dust 

They marched away enduring a belief 
Whose logic brought them, somewhere else, to grief. 

She looked over his shoulder 
For ritual pieties, 

White flower-garlanded heifers, 
Libation and sacrifice, 

But there on the shining metal 
Where the altar should have been, 

She saw by his flickering forge-light 
Quite another scene. 

Barbed wire enclosed an arbitrary spot 
Where bored officials lounged (one cracked a joke) 

And sentries sweated for the day was hot: 
A crowd of ordinary decent folk 
Watched from without and neither moved nor spoke 



As three pale figures were led forth and bound 
To three posts driven upright in the ground. 

The mass and majesty of this world, all 
That carries weight and always weighs the same 

Lay in the hands of others; they were small 
And could not hope for help and no help came: 
What their foes like to do was done, their shame 

Was all the worst could wish; they lost their pride 
And died as men before their bodies died. 

She looked over his shoulder 
For athletes at their games, 

Men and women in a dance 
Moving their sweet limbs 

Quick, quick, to music, 
But there on the shining shield 

His hands had set no dancing-floor 
But a weed-choked field. 

A ragged urchin, aimless and alone, 
Loitered about that vacancy; a bird 

Flew up to safety from his well-aimed stone: 
That girls are raped, that two boys knife a third, 
Were axioms to him, who'd never heard 

Of any world where promises were kept, 
Or one could weep because another wept. 

The thin-lipped armorer, 
Hephaestos, hobbled away, 

Thetis of the shining breasts 
Cried out in dismay 

At what the god had wrought 
To please her son, the strong 

Iron-hearted man-slaying Achilles 
Who would not live long. 

Introduction of the poem 



W H Auden's collection of poems The Shield of Achilles 
was published in 1955. The poem that provides the title 
to the collection, 'The Shield of Achilles', is a powerful 
rejection of war-related violence. 

 
 

Petition 
 

Sir, no man's enemy, forgiving all 

But will his negative inversion, be prodigal: 

Send to us power and light, a sovereign touch 

Curing the intolerable neural itch, 

The exhaustion of weaning, the liar's quinsy, 

And the distortions of ingrown virginity. 

Prohibit sharply the rehearsed response 

 
And gradually correct the coward's stance; 

Cover in time with beams those in retreat 

That, spotted, they turn though the reverse were great; 

Publish each healer that in city lives 

Or country houses at the end of drives; 

Harrow the house of the dead; look shining at 

New styles of architecture, a change of heart 

Introduction: 

Auden's poem Petition was first included in the 1930 

volume of Poems. ... As the heavily clinical imagery of the 

poem brings out, Auden was influenced at this time by the 

psychological teachings of John Layard who attributed 

many physical ailments to psychological causes. The 

poem is a Rilkian sonnet. 

https://allpoetry.com/poem/8493025-Petition-by-W-H-Auden
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A. K. Ramanujan 

1929–1993 

Attipate Krishnaswami Ramanujan (16 March 1929 – 13 
July 1993) was an Indian poet and scholar of Indian 
literature who wrote in both English and Kannada. 
Ramanujan was a poet, scholar, professor, philologist, 
folklorist, translator, and playwright. 
Language: English, Kannada, Tamil 

Born: 16 March 1929; Mysore, Princely State of ... 

Nationality: Indian 

Education: Doctorate in English Literature 
 
 

 

Poet, translator, folklorist, and philologist A.K. Ramanujan was 

born in Mysore, India. He earned degrees at the University of 

Mysore and Deccan College in Pune and a PhD from Indiana 

University. Ramanujan wrote in both English and Kannada, and his 

poetry is known for its thematic and formal engagement with 

modernist transnationalism. Issues such as hybridity and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kannada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tamil_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mysore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Literature


 

transculturation figure prominently in such collections as Second 

Sight (1986), Selected Poems (1976), and The 

Striders (1966). The Collected Poems of A.K. Ramanujan (1995) 
received a Sahitya Akademi Award after the author’s death. 

As a scholar, Ramanujan contributed to a range of disciplines, 

including linguistics and cultural studies. His essay “Is There an 

Indian Way of Thinking?” proposed a notion of “context- 

sensitive” thinking based in complex situational understandings 

of identity that differed significantly from Western thought and 

its emphasis on universal concepts and structures. Context-sensitive 

thinking influenced Ramanujan as a folklorist as well. His works of 

scholarship include A Flowering Tree and Other Oral Tales from 

India (1997), Folktales from India: A Selection of Oral Tales from 
Twenty-Two Languages (1991), and The Interior Landscape: Love 

Poems from a Classical Tamil Anthology (1967). 

For much of his career, Ramanujan taught at the University of 

Chicago, where he helped develop the South Asian studies 

program. In 1976, the Indian government honored him with the title 

Padma Shri, the fourth-highest civilian award in the country. 

Ramanujan also received a MacArthur Fellowship. The South Asia 
Council of the Association for Asian Studies awards the A.K. 

Ramanujan Book Prize for Translation in honor of his contributions 

to the field. 

 

 
A River 

 

In Madurai, 

city of temples and poets, 

who sang of cities and temples, 

every summer 

a river dries to a trickle 

in the sand, 

https://allpoetry.com/A-River


baring the sand ribs, 

straw and women's hair 

clogging the watergates 

at the rusty bars 

under the bridges with patches 

of repair all over them 

the wet stones glistening like sleepy 

crocodiles, the dry ones 

shaven water-buffaloes lounging in the sun 

The poets only sang of the floods. 

 
He was there for a day 

when they had the floods. 

People everywhere talked 

of the inches rising, 

of the precise number of cobbled steps 

run over by the water, rising 

on the bathing places, 

and the way it carried off three village houses, 

one pregnant woman 

and a couple of cows 

named Gopi and Brinda as usual. 

 
The new poets still quoted 

the old poets, but no one spoke 

in verse 

of the pregnant woman 

drowned, with perhaps twins in her, 

kicking at blank walls 

even before birth. 

 
He said: 

the river has water enough 

to be poetic 

about only once a year 



The poem “A River” written by AK Ramanujan describes the 

coldness of new poets towards the harsh reality of the things that 

they romanticize. 

The poet also expresses his concern about the tradition of copying 

the ideas and ways of old poets by the new poets and their 

inability to create something which is about the present rather 

than the past. 

The poet is about the river that flows through the city of 

Madhurai. He first talks about the beauty of the river and then 

tells how it killed people. The poem has been divided into four 

main stanzas with different line lengths. 

Obituary 

and then 

it carries away 

in the first half-hour 

three village houses, 

a couple of cows 

named Gopi and Brinda 

and one pregnant woman 

expecting identical twins 

with no moles on their bodies, 

with different coloured diapers 

to tell them apart. 

Introduction of the poem 
 

 

Father, when he passed on, 

left dust 

on a table of papers, 

left debts and daughters, 

a bedwetting grandson 

named by the toss 

of a coin after him, 

https://englishsummary.com/tag/ak-ramanujan


a house that leaned 

slowly through our growing 

years on a bent coconut 

tree in the yard. 

Being the burning type, 

he burned properly 

at the cremation 

 
as before, easily 

and at both ends, 

left his eye coins 

in the ashes that didn't 

look one bit different, 

several spinal discs, rough, 

some burned to coal, for sons 

 
to pick gingerly 

and throw as the priest 

said, facing east 

where three rivers met 

near the railway station; 

no longstanding headstone 

with his full name and two dates 

 
to holdin their parentheses 

everything he didn't quite 

manage to do himself, 

like his caesarian birth 

in a brahmin ghetto 

and his death by heart- 

failure in the fruit market. 

 
But someone told me 

he got two lines 

in an inside column 



of a Madras newspaper 

sold by the kilo 

exactly four weeks later 

to streethawkers 

 
who sell it in turn 

to the small groceries 

where I buy salt, 

coriander, 

and jaggery 

in newspaper cones 

that I usually read 

 
for fun, and lately 

in the hope of finding 

these obituary lines. 

And he left us 

a changed mother 

and more than 

one annual ritual. 

Introduction of the Poem 

The poem begins with the speaker telling the reader that 

his father died. When he died, he left behind a lot. There 

are unless and meaningless things, like dust and old papers. 

But there are also memories and rituals which are going to 

last a lifetime. 

In the second half of the poem, the speaker describes how 

they cremated this father and threw his leftover bones into 

the river. He also speaks about something he learned but is 

yet to see with his own eyes. Apparently, his father left an 

obituary in a local paper. Now, the son is searching the 

most popular papers for it, hoping to see this other thing 



he left behind. The poem ends with an emphasis on the 

importance of the rituals that came from his father and are 

now established parts of family life. 


