
Carol Ann Duffy – « Eurydice », The World’s Wife (1999)

Girls, I was dead and down
in the Underworld, a shade,
a shadow of my former self, nowhen.
It was a place where language stopped,
a black full stop, a black hole
Where the words had to come to an end.
And end they did there,
last words,
famous or not.
It suited me down to the ground.

So imagine me there,
unavailable,
out of this world,
then picture my face in that place
of Eternal Repose,
in the one place you’d think a girl would be safe
from the kind of a man
who follows her round
writing poems,
hovers about
while she reads them,
calls her His Muse,
and once sulked for a night and a day
because she remarked on his weakness for abstract nouns.
Just picture my face
when I heard -
Ye Gods -
a familiar knock-knock at Death’s door.

Him.
Big O.
Larger than life.
With his lyre
and a poem to pitch, with me as the prize.

Things were different back then.
For the men, verse-wise,
Big O was the boy. Legendary.
The blurb on the back of his books claimed
that animals,
aardvark to zebra,
flocked to his side when he sang,
fish leapt in their shoals
at the sound of his voice,
even the mute, sullen stones at his feet
wept wee, silver tears.
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Bollocks. (I’d done all the typing myself,
I should know.)
And given my time all over again,
rest assured that I’d rather speak for myself
than be Dearest, Beloved, Dark Lady, White Goddess etc., etc.

In fact girls, I’d rather be dead.

But the Gods are like publishers,
usually male,
and what you doubtless know of my tale
is the deal.

Orpheus strutted his stuff.

The bloodless ghosts were in tears.
Sisyphus sat on his rock for the first time in years.
Tantalus was permitted a couple of beers.
The woman in question could scarcely believe her ears.

Like it or not,
I must follow him back to our life -
Eurydice, Orpheus’ wife -
to be trapped in his images, metaphors, similes,
octaves and sextets, quatrains and couplets,
elegies, limericks, villanelles,
histories, myths…

He’d been told that he mustn’t look back
or turn round,
but walk steadily upwards,
myself right behind him,
out of the Underworld
into the upper air that for me was the past.
He’d been warned
that one look would lose me
for ever and ever.

So we walked, we walked.
Nobody talked.

Girls, forget what you’ve read.
It happened like this -
I did everything in my power
to make him look back.
What did I have to do, I said,
to make him see we were through?
I was dead. Deceased.
I was Resting in Peace. Passé. Late.
Past my sell-by date…
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I stretched out my hand
to touch him once
on the back of the neck.
Please let me stay.
But already the light had saddened from purple to grey.

It was an uphill schlep
from death to life
and with every step
I willed him to turn.
I was thinking of filching the poem
out of his cloak,
when inspiration finally struck.
I stopped, thrilled.
He was a yard in front.
My voice shook when I spoke -
Orpheus, your poem’s a masterpiece.
I’d love to hear it again…

He was smiling modestly,
when he turned,
when he turned and he looked at me.

What else?
I noticed he hadn’t shaved.
I waved once and was gone.

The dead are so talented.
The living walk by the edge of a vast lake
near, the wise, drowned silence of the dead.
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Oscar Wilde – The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2 (1895)

Cecily. [Advancing to meet her.] Pray let me introduce myself to you. My name is Cecily Cardew. 
Gwendolen. Cecily Cardew? [Moving to her and shaking hands.] What a very sweet name! Something 
tells me that we are going to be great friends. I like you already more than I can say. My first 
impressions of people are never wrong. 
Cecily. How nice of you to like me so much after we have known each other such a comparatively short 
time. Pray sit down. 
Gwendolen. [Still standing up.] I may call you Cecily, may I not? 
Cecily. With pleasure! 
Gwendolen. And you will always call me Gwendolen, won't you? 
Cecily. If you wish. 
Gwendolen. Then that is all quite settled, is it not? 
Cecily. I hope so. [A pause. They both sit down together.] 
Gwendolen. Perhaps this might be a favourable opportunity for my mentioning who I am. My father is 
Lord Bracknell. You have never heard of papa, I suppose? 
Cecily. I don't think so. 
Gwendolen. Outside the family circle, papa, I am glad to say, is entirely unknown. I think that is quite as
it should be. The home seems to me to be the proper sphere for the man. And certainly once a man 
begins to neglect his domestic duties he becomes painfully effeminate, does he not? And I don't like 
that. It makes men so very attractive. Cecily, mamma, whose views on education are remarkably strict, 
has brought me up to be extremely short-sighted; it is part of her system; so do you mind my looking at 
you through my glasses? 
Cecily. Oh! not at all, Gwendolen. I am very fond of being looked at. 
Gwendolen. [After examining Cecily carefully through a lorgnette.] You are here on a short visit, I 
suppose. 
Cecily. Oh no! I live here. 
Gwendolen. [Severely.] Really? Your mother, no doubt, or some female relative of advanced years, 
resides here also? 
Cecily. Oh no! I have no mother, nor, in fact, any relations. 
Gwendolen. Indeed? 
Cecily. My dear guardian, with the assistance of Miss Prism, has the arduous task of looking after me. 
Gwendolen. Your guardian? 
Cecily. Yes, I am Mr. Worthing's ward. 
Gwendolen. Oh! It is strange he never mentioned to me that he had a ward. How secretive of him! He 
grows more interesting hourly. I am not sure, however, that the news inspires me with feelings of 
unmixed delight. [Rising and going to her.] I am very fond of you, Cecily; I have liked you ever since I 
met you! But I am bound to state that now that I know that you are Mr. Worthing's ward, I cannot help 
expressing a wish you were—well, just a little older than you seem to be—and not quite so very alluring
in appearance. In fact, if I may speak candidly— 
Cecily. Pray do! I think that whenever one has anything unpleasant to say, one should always be quite 
candid. 
Gwendolen. Well, to speak with perfect candour, Cecily, I wish that you were fully forty-two, and more 
than usually plain for your age. Ernest has a strong upright nature. He is the very soul of truth and 
honour. Disloyalty would be as impossible to him as deception. But even men of the noblest possible 
moral character are extremely susceptible to the influence of the physical charms of others. Modern, no 
less than Ancient History, supplies us with many most painful examples of what I refer to. If it were not 
so, indeed, History would be quite unreadable.
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Herman Melville – Moby Dick ; or, The Whale (1851)

But here is an artist. He desires to paint you the dreamiest, shadiest, quietest, most
enchanting bit  of romantic landscape in all  the valley of the Saco. What is the chief
element he employs? There stand his trees, each with a hollow trunk, as if a hermit and a
crucifix were within; and here sleeps his meadow, and there sleep his cattle; and up from
yonder cottage goes a sleepy smoke. Deep into distant woodlands winds a mazy way,
reaching to overlapping spurs of mountains bathed in their hill-side blue. But though the
picture lies thus tranced, and though this pine-tree shakes down its sighs like leaves upon
this shepherd's head, yet all were vain, unless the shepherd's eye were fixed upon the
magic stream before him. Go visit the Prairies in June, when for scores on scores of
miles you wade knee-deep among Tiger-lilies—what is the one charm wanting?—Water
—there is not a drop of water there! Were Niagara but a cataract of sand, would you
travel your thousand miles to see it? Why did the poor poet of Tennessee, upon suddenly
receiving two handfuls of silver, deliberate whether to buy him a coat, which he sadly
needed, or invest his money in a pedestrian trip to Rockaway Beach? Why is almost
every robust healthy boy with a robust healthy soul in him, at some time or other crazy
to go to sea? Why upon your first voyage as a passenger, did you yourself feel such a
mystical vibration, when first told that you and your ship were now out of sight of land?
Why did the old Persians hold the sea holy? Why did the Greeks give it a separate deity,
and own brother of Jove? Surely all this is not without meaning. And still deeper the
meaning of that story of Narcissus, who because he could not grasp the tormenting, mild
image he saw in the fountain, plunged into it and was drowned. But that same image, we
ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life;
and this is the key to it all.

Now, when I say that I am in the habit of going to sea whenever I begin to grow hazy
about the eyes, and begin to be over conscious of my lungs, I do not mean to have it
inferred that I ever go to sea as a passenger. For to go as a passenger you must needs
have  a  purse,  and  a  purse  is  but  a  rag  unless  you  have  something  in  it.  Besides,
passengers  get  sea-sick—grow  quarrelsome—don't  sleep  of  nights—do  not  enjoy
themselves much, as a general thing;—no, I never go as a passenger; nor, though I am
something of a salt, do I ever go to sea as a Commodore, or a Captain, or a Cook. I
abandon the glory and distinction of such offices to those who like them. For my part, I
abominate  all  honourable  respectable  toils,  trials,  and  tribulations  of  every  kind
whatsoever. It is quite as much as I can do to take care of myself, without taking care of
ships, barques,  brigs,  schooners, and what not. And as for going as cook,—though I
confess there is considerable glory in that, a cook being a sort of officer on ship-board—
yet,  somehow,  I  never  fancied  broiling  fowls;—though  once  broiled,  judiciously
buttered, and judgmatically salted and peppered, there is no one who will speak more
respectfully,  not  to  say  reverentially,  of  a  broiled  fowl  than  I  will.  It  is  out  of  the
idolatrous dotings of the old Egyptians upon broiled ibis and roasted river horse, that you
see the mummies of those creatures in their huge bake-houses the pyramids.

5



Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels III 5, 1726

We next went to the school of languages, where three professors sat in consultation upon improving
that of their own country.
The first project was, to shorten discourse, by cutting polysyllables into one, and leaving out verbs 
and participles, because, in reality, all things imaginable are but norms.
The other project was, a scheme for entirely abolishing all words whatsoever; and this was urged as 
a great advantage in point of health, as well as brevity.  For it is plain, that every word we speak is, 
in some degree, a diminution of our lunge by corrosion, and, consequently, contributes to the 
shortening of our lives.  An expedient was therefore offered, “that since words are only names for 
things, it would be more convenient for all men to carry about them such things as were necessary 
to express a particular business they are to discourse on.”  And this invention would certainly have 
taken place, to the great ease as well as health of the subject, if the women, in conjunction with the 
vulgar and illiterate, had not threatened to raise a rebellion unless they might be allowed the liberty 
to speak with their tongues, after the manner of their forefathers; such constant irreconcilable 
enemies to science are the common people.  However, many of the most learned and wise adhere to 
the new scheme of expressing themselves by things; which has only this inconvenience attending it,
that if a man’s business be very great, and of various kinds, he must be obliged, in proportion, to 
carry a greater bundle of things upon his back, unless he can afford one or two strong servants to 
attend him.  I have often beheld two of those sages almost sinking under the weight of their packs, 
like pedlars among us, who, when they met in the street, would lay down their loads, open their 
sacks, and hold conversation for an hour together; then put up their implements, help each other to 
resume their burdens, and take their leave.
But for short conversations, a man may carry implements in his pockets, and under his arms, 
enough to supply him; and in his house, he cannot be at a loss.  Therefore the room where company 
meet who practise this art, is full of all things, ready at hand, requisite to furnish matter for this kind
of artificial converse.
Another great advantage proposed by this invention was, that it would serve as a universal 
language, to be understood in all civilised nations, whose goods and utensils are generally of the 
same kind, or nearly resembling, so that their uses might easily be comprehended.  And thus 
ambassadors would be qualified to treat with foreign princes, or ministers of state, to whose tongues
they were utter strangers.

I was at the mathematical school, where the master taught his pupils after a method
scarce  imaginable  to  us  in  Europe.  The proposition,  and demonstration,  were  fairly
written on a thin wafer, with ink composed of a cephalic tincture.  This, the student was
to swallow upon a fasting stomach, and for three days following, eat nothing but bread
and  water.  As  the  wafer  digested,  the  tincture  mounted  to  his  brain,  bearing  the
proposition along with it.  But the success has not hitherto been answerable, partly by
some error in the quantum or composition, and partly by the perverseness of lads, to
whom this bolus is so nauseous, that they generally steal aside, and discharge it upwards,
before it can operate; neither have they been yet persuaded to use so long an abstinence,
as the prescription requires.
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Fennimore Cooper, The Last of the Mohicans: A Narrative, chapter 6 (1757)

The air was solemn and slow. At times it rose to the fullest compass of the rich voices of
the females, who hung over their little book in holy excitement, and again it sank so low, that
the rushing of the waters ran through their melody, like a hollow accompaniment. The natural
taste and true ear of David governed and modified the sounds to suit the confined cavern,
every crevice and cranny of which was filled with the thrilling notes of their flexible voices.
The Indians riveted their eyes on the rocks, and listened with an attention that seemed to turn
them into stone. But the scout, who had placed his chin in his hand, with an expression of cold
indifference, gradually suffered his rigid features to relax, until, as verse succeeded verse, he
felt his iron nature subdued, while his recollection was carried back to boyhood, when his ears
had been accustomed to listen to similar sounds of praise, in the settlements of the colony. His
roving eyes began to moisten, and before the hymn was ended scalding tears rolled out of
fountains that had long seemed dry, and followed each other down those cheeks, that had
oftener  felt  the  storms  of  heaven  than  any  testimonials  of  weakness.  The  singers  were
dwelling on one of those low, dying chords, which the ear devours with such greedy rapture,
as if  conscious that  it  is  about to lose them, when a cry,  that  seemed neither  human nor
earthly, rose in the outward air, penetrating not only the recesses of the cavern, but to the
inmost hearts of all who heard it. It was followed by a stillness apparently as deep as if the
waters had been checked in their furious progress, at such a horrid and unusual interruption.

“What is it?” murmured Alice, after a few moments of terrible suspense.
“What is it?” repeated Hewyard aloud.
Neither Hawkeye nor the Indians made any reply. They listened, as if expecting the sound

would be repeated,  with a manner  that  expressed their  own astonishment.  At  length they
spoke together, earnestly, in the Delaware language, when Uncas, passing by the inner and
most concealed aperture, cautiously left the cavern. When he had gone, the scout first spoke in
English.

“What it is, or what it is not, none here can tell, though two of us have ranged the woods for
more than thirty years. I did believe there was no cry that Indian or beast could make, that my
ears had not heard; but this has proved that I was only a vain and conceited mortal.”

“Was it not, then, the shout the warriors make when they wish to intimidate their enemies?”
asked Cora  who stood drawing her  veil  about  her  person,  with a  calmness  to  which  her
agitated sister was a stranger.

“No, no; this was bad, and shocking, and had a sort of unhuman sound; but when you once
hear the war-whoop, you will never mistake it for anything else. Well, Uncas!” speaking in
Delaware to the young chief as he re-entered, “what see you? do our lights shine through the
blankets?”

The answer was short, and apparently decided, being given in the same tongue.
“There is nothing to be seen without,” continued Hawkeye, shaking his head in discontent;

“and our hiding-place is still in darkness. Pass into the other cave, you that need it, and seek
for sleep; we must be afoot long before the sun, and make the most of our time to get to
Edward, while the Mingoes are taking their morning nap.”

Cora set the example of compliance, with a steadiness that taught the more timid Alice the
necessity  of  obedience.  Before  leaving  the  place,  however,  she  whispered  a  request  to
Duncan, that he would follow. Uncas raised the blanket for their passage, and as the sisters
turned to thank him for this act of attention, they saw the scout seated again before the dying
embers, with his face resting on his hands, in a manner which showed how deeply he brooded
on the unaccountable interruption which had broken up their evening devotions.

Heyward took with him a blazing knot, which threw a dim light through the narrow vista of
their new apartment. Placing it in a favorable position, he joined the females, who now found
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themselves alone with him for the first time since they had left the friendly ramparts of Fort
Edward.

“Leave us not, Duncan,” said Alice: “we cannot sleep in such a place as this, with that
horrid cry still ringing in our ears.”

“First let us examine into the security of your fortress,” he answered, “and then we will
speak of rest.”

He approached the further  end of  the  cavern,  to  an outlet,  which,  like the others,  was
concealed by blankets; and removing the thick screen, breathed the fresh and reviving air
from the cataract.  One arm of  the river  flowed through a deep,  narrow ravine,  which its
current had worn in the soft rock, directly beneath his feet, forming an effectual defense, as he
believed, against any danger from that quarter; the water, a few rods above them, plunging,
glancing, and sweeping along in its most violent and broken manner.

“Nature has made an impenetrable barrier on this side,” he continued, pointing down the
perpendicular declivity into the dark current before he dropped the blanket; “and as you know
that good men and true are on guard in front I see no reason why the advice of our honest host
should be disregarded. I am certain Cora will join me in saying that sleep is necessary to you
both.”

“Cora may submit to the justice of your opinion though she cannot put it  in practice,”
returned the elder sister, who had placed herself by the side of Alice, on a couch of sassafras;
“there would be other causes to chase away sleep, though we had been spared the shock of
this mysterious noise. Ask yourself, Heyward, can daughters forget the anxiety a father must
endure, whose children lodge he knows not where or how, in such a wilderness, and in the
midst of so many perils?”

“He is a soldier, and knows how to estimate the chances of the woods.”
“He is a father, and cannot deny his nature.”
“How kind has he ever been to all my follies, how tender and indulgent to all my wishes!”

sobbed Alice. “We have been selfish, sister, in urging our visit at such hazard.”
“I may have been rash in pressing his consent in a moment of much embarrassment, but I

would have proved to him, that however others might neglect him in his strait his children at
least were faithful.”

“When he heard of your arrival at Edward,” said Heyward, kindly, “there was a powerful
struggle in his bosom between fear and love; though the latter, heightened, if possible, by so
long a separation, quickly prevailed. ‘It is the spirit of my noble-minded Cora that leads them,
Duncan’, he said, ‘and I will not balk it. Would to God, that he who holds the honor of our
royal master in his guardianship, would show but half her firmness!’”

“And did he not speak of me, Heyward?” demanded Alice, with jealous affection; “surely,
he forgot not altogether his little Elsie?”

“That were impossible,” returned the young man; “he called you by a thousand endearing
epithets, that I may not presume to use, but to the justice of which, I can warmly testify. Once,
indeed, he said—”

Duncan ceased speaking; for while his eyes were riveted on those of Alice, who had turned
toward him with the eagerness of filial affection, to catch his words, the same strong, horrid
cry, as before, filled the air, and rendered him mute. A long, breathless silence succeeded,
during which each looked at the others in fearful expectation of hearing the sound repeated.
At  length,  the  blanket  was  slowly  raised,  and  the  scout  stood  in  the  aperture  with  a
countenance whose firmness evidently began to give way before a mystery that seemed to
threaten some danger, against which all his cunning and experience might prove of no avail.
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Susan Glaspell, Trifles, 1916

GEORGE HENDERSON (County Attorney)
HENRY PETERS (Sheriff)
LEWIS HALE, A neighboring farmer
MRS PETERS
MRS HALE
 

SCENE: The kitchen is the now abandoned farmhouse of JOHN WRIGHT, a gloomy kitchen, and left
without having been put in order—unwashed pans under the sink, a loaf of bread outside the bread-box,
a dish-towel on the table—other signs of incompleted work. At the rear the outer door opens and the
SHERIFF comes in followed by the COUNTY ATTORNEY and HALE. The SHERIFF and HALE are
men in middle life, the COUNTY ATTORNEY is a young man; all are much bundled up and go at once
to the stove. They are followed by the two women—the SHERIFF's wife first; she is a slight wiry woman,
a thin nervous face. MRS HALE is larger and would ordinarily be called more comfortable looking, but
she is disturbed now and looks fearfully about as she enters. The women have come in slowly, and stand
close together near the door.

COUNTY ATTORNEY: (rubbing his hands) This feels good. Come up to the fire, ladies.
MRS PETERS: (after taking a step forward) I'm not—cold.
SHERIFF: (unbuttoning his overcoat and stepping away from the stove as if to mark the beginning
of official business) Now, Mr Hale, before we move things about, you explain to Mr Henderson just
what you saw when you came here yesterday morning.
COUNTY ATTORNEY: By the way, has anything been moved? Are things just as you left them
yesterday?
SHERIFF: (looking about) It's just the same. When it dropped below zero last night I thought I'd
better send Frank out this morning to make a fire for us—no use getting pneumonia with a big case
on, but I told him not to touch anything except the stove—and you know Frank.
COUNTY ATTORNEY: Somebody should have been left here yesterday.
SHERIFF: Oh—yesterday. When I had to send Frank to Morris Center for that man who went crazy
—I want you to know I had my hands full yesterday. I knew you could get back from Omaha by
today and as long as I went over everything here myself—
COUNTY ATTORNEY: Well,  Mr Hale,  tell  just what happened when you came here yesterday
morning.
HALE: Harry and I had started to town with a load of potatoes. We came along the road from my
place and as I got here I said, I'm going to see if I can't get John Wright to go in with me on a party
telephone.' I spoke to Wright about it once before and he put me off, saying folks talked too much
anyway,  and all  he asked was peace and quiet—I guess you know about  how much he talked
himself; but I thought maybe if I went to the house and talked about it before his wife, though I said
to Harry that I didn't know as what his wife wanted made much difference to John—
COUNTY ATTORNEY: Let's talk about that later, Mr Hale. I do want to talk about that, but tell now
just what happened when you got to the house.
HALE: I didn't hear or see anything; I knocked at the door, and still it was all quiet inside. I knew
they must be up, it was past eight o'clock. So I knocked again, and I thought I heard somebody say,
'Come in.' I wasn't sure, I'm not sure yet, but I opened the door—this door (indicating the door by
which the two women are still standing) and there in that rocker—(pointing to it) sat Mrs Wright.

(They all look at the rocker.)
COUNTY ATTORNEY: What—was she doing?
HALE: She was rockin' back and forth. She had her apron in her hand and was kind of—pleating it.
COUNTY ATTORNEY: And how did she—look?
HALE: Well, she looked queer.
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COUNTY ATTORNEY: How do you mean—queer?
HALE: Well, as if she didn't know what she was going to do next. And kind of done up.
COUNTY ATTORNEY: How did she seem to feel about your coming?
HALE: Why, I don't think she minded—one way or other. She didn't pay much attention. I said,
'How do, Mrs Wright it's cold, ain't it?' And she said, 'Is it?'—and went on kind of pleating at her
apron. Well, I was surprised; she didn't ask me to come up to the stove, or to set down, but just sat
there, not even looking at me, so I said, 'I want to see John.' And then she—laughed. I guess you
would call it a laugh. I thought of Harry and the team outside, so I said a little sharp: 'Can't I see
John?' 'No', she says, kind o' dull like. 'Ain't he home?' says I. 'Yes', says she, 'he's home'. 'Then why
can't I see him?' I asked her, out of patience. ''Cause he's dead', says she. 'Dead?' says I. She just
nodded her head, not getting a bit excited, but rockin' back and forth. 'Why—where is he?' says I,
not knowing what to say. She just pointed upstairs—like that (himself pointing to the room above) I
got up, with the idea of going up there. I walked from there to here—then I says, 'Why, what did he
die of?' 'He died of a rope round his neck', says she, and just went on pleatin' at her apron. Well, I
went out and called Harry. I thought I might—need help. We went upstairs and there he was lyin'—
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