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Sestina for two voices 2

At one of Paul Quarrie’s excellent suppers the conversation turned to classical poetry, and
he referred to translations made by his Oxford contemporary Sally Purcell, producing her
collected works — from which | saw that Sally was a descendant of Henry’s less famous brother
Daniel, and that she died of a rare brain disease in 1998, aged just 53. Her life story was in some
ways an unhappy one. She remained in Oxford after graduating, and while she published six
volumes of peetry, subsisted for the most part by menial employment.

| was immediately entranced by the delicate precision of the language and her refined
sensibility. Ordering a copy for myself | enjoyed reading a couple of pages each night before falling
asleep. The language was so dense and mysterious and rich, that it was like nodding off in a
perfumed room. My thoughts turned to setting some of the verse, and the first poem to grab me
was this Sestina for two voices. There are two sestinas in Purcell’s Collected Works, one a
translation of Petrarca, which are among the most fully-achieved examples of a complex and

demanding form that is too often a sterile exercise in wordplay.

— We slip around the corner of your mind's eye,
Creatures of lonely twilight between hills,

We are never unmistakably seen;

If living men have strayed on to our path,

Our visitation is like that of love

And follows them into their deepest dreams.

Where light and shadow variegate the dream,
Leaves of magic trees have dazzled your eye
With every brightness that waits upon love,
Inward-glowing light of enchanted hills,

By which you recognise the coiling path

Which you have always known but never seen.

Then how to understand what you have seen,
Never sure you have glimpsed outside a dream,
Where what you cannot see is the true path?

Is it full clarity within your eye,

Is it the view from frightening hills,

The joy of sight at last made clear by love?

— When this light is the beginning of love
It is like nothing | have ever seen;
It is no view from any frightening hills,

Michael Maxwell Steer
14/11/12

It is nothing | have known in a dream,
But it overmasters my dazzled eye,
Commands by knowledge of an unknown path.

| feel is that there is darkness on this path,
And | can guess the darkness of love;

There will be need for me to trust an eye
Familiar with things | have not seen;

There will be times | hesitate to dream

And times when | am frightened of the hills.

I shall not be rejected by the Hills

Although I'm many times will miss their behalf;
My journey will take me into that dream
Because my guide will always be my love;

| give myself to what | have not seen

Because all knowledge comes from the eye.

Gold light streams down hills in Apollo's path;
Labyrinths of dream lead at last to love;

And fullness is seen by one perfect eye.

From Fossil Unicorn 1997
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Words Sally Purcell 1997
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