BFI BRITISH OPTION
Approfondissement Culturel et Linguistique Synoptic Topic
Dystopian Writing

Six Poems

Darkness — Lord Byron

Eve to Her Daughters — Judith Wright

Morning in the Burned House, Night Poem — Margaret Atwood
The Hollow Men — T.S Eliot

The Second Coming — W.B Yeats

The Unknown Citizen — W.H Auden

The poems collected in this booklet are solely for classroom and examination use by

students and teachers preparing the BFI (British version) Approfondissement Culturel

et Linguistique Synoptic Topics for the oral examination. This booklet is not for use or
circulation in any other context.
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Darkness

| had a dream, which was not all a dream.

The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars
Did wander darkling in the eternal space,
Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth

Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;
Morn came and went — and came, and brought no day,
And men forgot their passions in the dread

Of this their desolation; and all hearts

Were chilld into a selfish prayer for light:

And they did live by watchfires — and the thrones,
The palaces of crowned kings — the huts,

The habitations of all things which dwell,

Were burnt for beacons; cities were consum’d,
And men were gather’d round their blazing homes
To look once more into each other’s face;

Happy were those who dwelt within the eye

Of the volcanos, and their mountain-torch:

A fearful hope was all the world contain’d;
Forests were set on fire — but hour by hour

They fell and faded — and the crackling trunks
Extinguish’d with a crash — and all was black.
The brows of men by the despairing light

Wore an unearthly aspect, as by fits

The flashes fell upon them; some lay down

And hid their eyes and wept; and some did rest
Their chins upon their clenched hands, and smil'd;
And others hurried to and fro, and fed

Their funeral piles with fuel, and look'd up

With mad disquietude on the dull sky,

The pall of a past world; and then again

With curses cast them down upon the dust,

And gnash’d their teeth and howl'd: the wild birds shriek’'d

And, terrified, did flutter on the ground,

And flap their useless wings; the wildest brutes
Came tame and tremulous; and vipers crawl’d

And twin'd themselves among the multitude,
Hissing, but stingless — they were slain for food.
And War, which for a moment was no more,

Did glut himself again: a meal was bought

With blood, and each sate sullenly apart

Gorging himself in gloom: no love was left;

All earth was but one thought — and that was death
Immediate and inglorious; and the pang

Of famine fed upon all entrails — men

Died, and their bones were tombless as their flesh;
The meagre by the meagre were devourd,

Even dogs assail'd their masters, all save one,
And he was faithful to a corse, and kept

The birds and beasts and famish’d men at bay,

Till hunger clung them, or the dropping dead
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Lurd their lank jaws; himself sought out no food,
But with a piteous and perpetual moan,

And a quick desolate cry, licking the hand

Which answer’d not with a caress — he died.

The crowd was famish’d by degrees; but two

Of an enormous city did survive,

And they were enemies: they met beside

The dying embers of an altar-place

Where had been heap’d a mass of holy things

For an unholy usage; they rak'd up,

And shivering scrap’d with their cold skeleton hands
The feeble ashes, and their feeble breath

Blew for a little life, and made a flame

Which was a mockery; then they lifted up

Their eyes as it grew lighter, and beheld

Each other’s aspects —- saw, and shriek'd, and died —
Even of their mutual hideousness they died,
Unknowing who he was upon whose brow

Famine had written Fiend. The world was void,

The populous and the powerful was a lump,
Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless —
A lump of death—a chaos of hard clay.

The rivers, lakes and ocean all stood still,

And nothing stirr'd within their silent depths;

Ships sailorless lay rotting on the sea,

And their masts fell down piecemeal: as they dropp’d
They slept on the abyss without a surge —

The waves were dead; the tides were in their grave,
The moon, their mistress, had expir'd before;

The winds were wither’d in the stagnant air,

And the clouds perish’d; Darkness had no need

Of aid from them — She was the Universe.

Lord Byron
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Eve to Her Daughters

It was not | who began it.

Turned out into draughty caves,

hungry so often, having to work for our bread,
hearing the children whining,

| was nevertheless not unhappy.

Where Adam went | was fairly contented to go.

| adapted myself to the punishment: it was my life.

But Adam, you know . ..!

He kept on brooding over the insult,

over the trick They had played on us, over the scolding.
He had discovered a flaw in himself

and he had to make up for it.

Outside Eden the earth was imperfect,

the seasons changed, the game was fleet-footed,
he had to work for our living, and he didn't like it.
He even complained of my cooking

(it was hard to compete with Heaven).

So he set to work.

The earth must be made a new Eden

with central heating, domesticated animals,

mechanical harvesters, combustion engines,

escalators, refrigerators,

and modern means of communication

and multiplied opportunities for safe investment

and higher education for Abel and Cain

and the rest of the family.

You can see how his pride had been hurt.

In the process he had to unravel everything,

because he believed that mechanism

was the whole secret — he was always mechanical-minded.
He got to the very inside of the whole machine

exclaiming as he went, So that is how it works!

And now that | know how it works, why, | must have invented it.
As for God and the Other, they cannot be demonstrated,
And what cannot be demonstrated

doesn’t exist.

You see, he had always been jealous.

Yes, he got to the centre

where nothing at all can be demonstrated.
And clearly he doesn’t exist; but he refuses
to accept the conclusion.

You see, he was always an egotist.

It was warmer than this in the cave;

There was none of this fall-out.

| would suggest, for the sake of the children,
that it’s time you took over.



50

95

60

But you are my daughters, you inherit my own faults of character;
you are submissive, following Adam

even beyond existence.

Faults of character have their own logic

and it always works out.

| observed this with Abel and Cain.

Perhaps the whole elaborate fable

right from the beginning

is meant to demonstrate this; perhaps it’s the whole secret.
Perhaps nothing exists but our faults?

At least they can be demonstrated.

But it’s useless to make

such a suggestion to Adam.

He has turned himself into God,
who is faultless, and doesn’t exist.

Judith Wright
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Morning in the Burned House

In the burned house | am eating breakfast.
You understand: there is no house, there is no breakfast,
yet here | am.

The spoon which was melted scrapes against
the bowl which was melted also.

No one else is around.

Where have they gone to, brother and sister,
mother and father? Off along the shore,
perhaps. Their clothes are still on the hangers,
their dishes piled beside the sink,

which is beside the woodstove

with its grate and sooty kettle,

every detail clear,

tin cup and rippled mirror.

The day is bright and songless,

the lake is blue, the forest watchful.

In the east a bank of cloud

rises up silently like dark bread.

| can see the swirls in the oilcloth,

| can see the flaws in the glass,

those flares where the sun hits them.

| can’t see my own arms and legs

or know if this is a trap or blessing,

finding myself back here, where everything

in this house has long been over,

kettle and mirror, spoon and bowl,

including my own body,

including the body | had then,

including the body | have now

as | sit at this morning table, alone and happy,
bare child’s feet on the scorched floorboards
(I can almost see)

in my burning clothes, the thin green shorts
and grubby yellow T-shirt

holding my cindery, non-existent,

radiant flesh. Incandescent.

Margaret Attwood
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The Hollow Men

Mistah Kurtz — he dead
A penny for the Old Guy

We are the hollow men

We are the stuffed men

Leaning together

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas!
Our dried voices, when

We whisper together

Are quiet and meaningless

As wind in dry grass

Or rats’ feet over broken glass

In our dry cellar

Shape without form, shade without colour,
Paralysed force, gesture without motion;

Those who have crossed

With direct eyes, to death’s other Kingdom
Remember us-if at all-not as lost

Violent souls, but only

As the hollow men

The stuffed men.

Eyes | dare not meet in dreams
In death’s dream kingdom
These do not appear:

There, the eyes are

Sunlight on a broken column
There, is a tree swinging

And voices are

In the wind’s singing

More distant and more solemn
Than a fading star.

Let me be no nearer

In death’s dream kingdom

Let me also wear

Such deliberate disguises

Rat’s coat, crowskin, crossed staves
In a field

Behaving as the wind behaves

No nearer —

Not that final meeting
In the twilight kingdom
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This is the dead land

This is cactus land

Here the stone images

Are raised, here they receive

The supplication of a dead man’s hand
Under the twinkle of a fading star.

Is it like this

In death’s other kingdom
Waking alone

At the hour when we are
Trembling with tenderness
Lips that would kiss

Form prayers to broken stone.

v

The eyes are not here
There are no eyes here

In this valley of dying stars
In this hollow valley

This broken jaw of our lost kingdoms

In this last of meeting places

We grope together

And avoid speech

Gathered on this beach of the tumid river

Sightless, unless

The eyes reappear

As the perpetual star
Multifoliate rose

Of death’s twilight kingdom
The hope only

Of empty men.

\Y

Here we go round the prickly pear
Prickly pear prickly pear

Here we go round the prickly pear
At five o’clock in the morning.

Between the idea
And the reality
Between the motion
And the act

Falls the Shadow

For Thine is the Kingdom

Between the conception
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And the creation
Between the emotion
And the response
Falls the Shadow

Life is very long

Between the desire
And the spasm
Between the potency
And the existence
Between the essence
And the descent
Falls the Shadow

For Thine is the Kingdom

For Thine is
Life is
For Thine is the

This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but a whimper.

T.S. Eliot
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The Second Coming

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

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 | 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?

W.B. Yeats
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The Unknown Citizen

(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

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.

W.H. Auden



