Poems, Mostly Mythological

Marcia Scanlon 

August, 2010

Io

Slow steps, articulation

  of meters, turning line.

Woodpecker knocked for rain

  on prophetic brown oaks.

Tipped new moon spilled 

  down to hard ground’s marks.

Dawn arced, a syllable born, 

  curving up 

from Io’s damp footprint.

White cow, stained in full day, 

  lowed, 

casting violet on red earth.

Wryneck flew ahead, called the turns.

  Io’s steps marked ratios.

Red cow darkened with night 

  as heaven lowered.

Meters unbroken, 

  eyes turning toward dawn.

Long Night

Cold diamond chains

bind Prometheus to his Caucasus mother.

Blood drops seeping,

soaked soil, saffron-colored crocuses,

with healing blood-red sap.

Eagle, child of monsters, liver-sated,

settles its feathers, golden eye on the closing wound,

awaits fresh appetites.

Shivering hide bit with Estrus' rage,

despairing golden 10, moon-child heifer,

falls into violets springing from sharp rocks.

Seeking wise Prometheus, trickster, spark thief, .

she finds him helpless. 
I can't tell you now. 
Wait for dawn.

Ignore the oafish eagle,

lie here, now, your breath on my face.

Let desire return in slim soft light,

then we plot revenge, you and I, little cow.
Works and Days

Gold

Kronos forged Earth’s Golden Age 

for mortals content as well-fed cats

no thought to wander, 

not bound by fear and retribution.  

Groves sheltered nights’ indulgences.

Men took pleasure in easy labors, 

plump flocks' company.  

Earth offered sticky fat berries, 

gray-green olives, almonds.

Bright flowering turned ripe fruit,

dropping on lovers. 

Dark oaks listed over honeyed rivers

with Westwind in nodding weeds.  

Ages passed in festive calm.

Silver 

Zeus thought he’d liven up the scene—

drove Kronos to the shades,

folded golden mortals under ground.  

He shaped silvery cities  

whose jostling crowds bred follies.  

Snickering Zeus added sodden spring, 

buzzing summer, dim fall, nasty winter.

Earth turned obstinate—

thorns bloodied fruit-hungry hands,

oxen wailed with plowing.  

Herds bawled as raging peasants rollicked.  

Men brooded, why worship this capricious god 

with thanks for a dreary life?

Angrily, Zeus brushed them away.


Bronze 

Zeus chose a race in bronze, 

duller, but quick to battle,

tearing their flocks for meat 

and god-appeasing sacrifice. 

Men turned from anguished women 

to attend the charms of war. 

A smattering of hero-men—

reputed half-gods—led them all. 

For these honored few, 

prosperous war and carnage brought 

eternal banqueting on white islands.  

And the rest, 

destroyed beneath each others’ hands— 

valor left them nameless, 

decayed in bitter Hades.

Iron 

Zeus, searching underground, 

forged iron men from hardening earth, 

offered brutal days, stifling nights.

Men tore Earth’s guts,

pried out wealth wisely hidden.

Stygian veins seeped malevolence.

Arms and greed roused fury.  

Friends gauged wealth and weakness.

Brothers doled out resentments,

marauding lovers hatched dark raids.    

Bellicose wives smacked kids

who grew vengeful.

Fed up, finally, with these crimes,

men turned iron eyes on the gods. 

Justice was the first immortal

to flee scathed earth.

Flood

Zeus watched his final failure.

“My Earthbound spirits tremble in their lairs. 

Fury reigns, not I.  

These iron men must be destroyed. 

Let these losers pay for it, and now!”

The Gods scrambled to their posts.

Southwind streamed, wringing heavy clouds. 

Rainbow Iris drew water from drenched earth

to keep skies bursting.  

Neptune whipped river horses through towns.  

Sea-cows, panicked Nereids followed.    

Bewildered dolphins nuzzled tall oaks. 

Iron’s weight held men to drown in ruined fields.

Torrents choked wailing beasts.

Birds dropped in dark water.

Earth

“That’s more like it,” Zeus muttered,

clearing roiled clouds.

Neptune lowered his trident, calming waves.  

Triton set salt-wet lips to shell, sounded retreat.

Sun-steamy dirt swelled to form and substance,

remolding all the beasts.

Tired Deucalion, wife Pyrrha crouched in grief                 

on Mount Parnassus’ muddy peaks,    

prayed to fate-revealing Themis.  

Deep under ground 

Themis breathed an oracle through cracked stone 

to the disbelieving pair.

But what could be lost in obeying the odd command?  

They tossed Earth clods over their shoulders

to soften, swell, shift, smooth, 

spring arms, legs, startled faces,

pliant flesh, flinty bones, 

souls sparked with gold, silver, bronze, iron

and vague feeling of what came before.
Pussywillows

Rough blue-brown sky, dingy streets, glaring deli lights,

buckets of giddy cold bound bouquets 

overshadow tall stems, soft gray hugging pussys.

 

Early, gray spring hanging damp, 

Mississippi to our left, down out of sight.  

We’d hike the shallow swamp not far from home, 

Dad in old scratchy army clothes, bone-handled hunting knife strapped on.

Thin ice breaking, rubber boots filled with frigid water.

I never fell, oh, so cold and happy, hearing pussywillow stories.   

Big bunches in the overheated house quickly dropped their little pets.

Sitting with my mom, I pasted little picket fences with pussys perched, 

          stroked the gray.

 

I scorn Midwestern winters, 

love pretty shoes year round,

but no icy water in my boots for fifty years

makes me weep.

 

From Heidolon, the life of Helen of Troy

The Simple Plan

Helen waited, weaving the red robe

spilling across the chamber in dim dawn light.

Then news from breathless Aethra.

A giant horse—

clumsy, improbable—

stood at the gates of Troy.

Helen steadied her hands with weaving. 

“Why would the Greeks jerry-rig a horse?”

Old Aethra, dim eyes, sharp ears,

“Some think it’s a trick.  

Others say the Greeks admit defeat, it’s homage to Troy!  

Will the Greeks just abandon us?”

Helen shrugged.

Troy paused, the sun moved west.

Too eager to admit victory, 

they pulled the horse through city gates

as sky burned red into night.

***

Helen and Deiphobus strolled 

three times around the horse. 

Helen of the swaying hips stroked its flanks,

winked at her husband,

“Do you know what those Greek wives, 

twenty years without a man, 

would say to a stallion like this?”

The hidden Greeks gasped 

as their wives’ enticements 

flowed from Helen’s lips.

Helen, green eyes sly, told Deiphobus,  “I’ll dance,  

I’ll taunt the Greeks.

Only a woman’s ritual.  You go home.”

She and her women dressed in Trojan gold

spiraled their way through the streets, singing victory songs.  

Second Solo

“Dancers join like Spartan friends on the river’s edge.

But these are stony Trojan streets and women.

Their songs taunt me.

They scorn my sad condition, yet pin this war on me.

I fault myself but don’t know why.  Did Paris woo or rape me?

I can’t remember love.

I remember his desire, not mine.  

Or did Zeus trick me?  

Would he shame me so, his favorite child?

Or did Aphrodite’s vicious charms

rouse vast desire for my bird-nosed face?

If I were not this odd half-goddess and rich man’s child,

not in league with selfish gods, 

could I feast on common fare? 

Or would I shape illusion, cast armies of desire

knowing they will die?

Did I cause the war?

Twenty years’ captivity

and I’m no less vile to these women.

Still, hatred comes from rightful mortal dread.

I could turn now, and lead them

safely singing home.  

Or signal them to flee from Troy

before the dark beast renders fate.

But to warn them 

gives longer life to war.

The Greeks will win.  

This war’s last act may kill my four small sons,

kind Priam, Hector, my only friends in Troy,

and oh, the Greeks!

I’ll never give Hermione a mother’s counsel, 

never walk with Menelaus on warm Spartan soil.

Good and evil twist this dance.

My vow to Odysseus the one true step.

Look at them.  How they hate me.”

Helen’s Victory Song for the Trojan Women

“I laugh and turn and hold their fate,

I dance them through the rampart gate.

My beauty grips their low desires,

they blaze and die in Troy’s last fires.”

Unwitting Trojan women, waving torches, whirled on ramparts— 

soon to be impaled

and their children thrown to the ground below— 

now signaled the Greeks to attack. 

Brood

Lovely twisting Echidna, deep underground,

ate raw mortal flesh and raised,

by her husband Typhon,

a frightful monster brood.

She coupled with her dog son Orthrus too

and mighty Heracles,

who later killed some of the family.

    Orthrus guarded Geryon’s earth-red cattle.

              Born of Echidna and Typhon,

    Orthrus mated with his mother to sire

    Chimaera, Sphinx, Lernean Hydra and Nemean Lion.

    Heracles clubbed him lifeless to steal the cattle.

Lernean Hydra had either five, six

or a hundred heads—

some womanly, most reptilian.

Her breath would kill.

Heracles seared off many heads,

lopped off her immortal central head

and buried it. 

    Fire-breathing Chimaera,

    changing as the seasons,

    was slain when Bellerophon’s leaden arrow

    melted down her throat.

While Prometheus was adamantine bound,

the Eagle, child of Echidna and Typhon, ate his liver—

it grew back each night.

After many ages, Heracles killed the Eagle.

              Scythes, Agathyrsus, and Gelonus

              were sons of Echidna and Heracles.

              At Heracles’ instruction, Scythes, the strongest,

              was ruler of Scythia

              and his brothers forever exiled.

Nemean Lion devoured that land’s folk and herds.

His hide repelled all weaponry,

so Heracles strangled him 

and wore the hide as armor.

              Cerberus, chained at the gates of the underworld,

              terrified souls as they entered

              so they never dared to leave.

              He may have had one hundred heads.

Sphinx ravaged the Theban countryside,

asking passers-by hard riddles,

then eating them.

When Oedipus solved her riddle,

wretched Sphinx leapt off a cliff and died.

Her mother Echidna was never sure—

was her father Typhon or Orthrus?

               Typhon, born from two eggs,

fathered monsters.

His head touched the stars,

his hands touched East and West.

Typhon’s assault on Mount Olympus

sent terrified gods into hiding

until Zeus threw Mount Etna upon him.

Flames from Typhon’s eyes still shoot 

from Earth.

Evoi
Hay’s sweet scent rouses Semele,

eyes open,

greet a huge horned head,

Bull’s bellow shakes the bed,

yet man’s limbs hold her tight,

tenderly open thighs—

Thrust!

Bull-man now lion, coarse mane,

razor claws gently brush bare skin—

Thrust!

Semele sees lion change to panther,

feels rough cat tongue, heavy, rumbling purr—

Thrust!

A young man, ivy growing in his hair,

and snakes coiling—

Thrust!

Flesh turns scaly, arms, legs

writhe into serpent, circling breasts, waist.

Forked tongue flicks nectar

through Semele’s lips,

intoxicates her womb.

And Zeus shouts Evoi!

makes a new god.

Earth laughs, shouts Evoi!

Semele smells fennel,

sees grapevines twist, walls sprout flowers,

hears drums and cymbals crash—

And tiny Dionysos,

floating in her drunken womb,

chuckles Evoi.

Zeus wants to explain the child.

Semele shrugs him off.

She knows already,

Her son will summon wild beasts,

unbound verdure, furious joy,

dark inspiration.

Dryope

“I can’t bend.

Kiss me, sister, and hold up my son

before my eyes close.”

These were Dryope’s last words.

We came to this shore to find the nymphs, old friends.

Dryope, nursing her baby, picked crimson flowers

to tickle his cheek.

They smiled in that tree’s shade.

It seemed a pleasure,

but I saw blood rise from broken stems,

branches shook in terror.

I remembered the naiad Lotis

becoming a tree, escaping rape.

Dryope saw flower-drops of blood on baby’s face

and tried to run,

but her legs were a slender trunk

of bark and shoots.

I grabbed the boy from her stiffening arms

and hugged them both.

I ached to be with her in that bark.  

Her husband and father heard my screams, came running.

Nothing left to see but her despairing face.  

“I’ve not earned this evil, my life is innocent.  

Ax me down if I lie.

Bring my son to nurse and play in my shade.

Let him know this tree’s his mother.

Tell him to fear for spirits of living things.

Tell him to be gentle.”

We clung to Dryope after her face was gone.

Her silvery bark and green twigs stayed warm.  


Sorceress (from Theocritus)
Where are my bay leaves?  Get out the love charms,
wrap this cauldron rim in crimson wool,
binding me to my cruel lover.

Eros drinks my heart’s dark blood.

Twelve days since I’ve heard his soft knocks.  

Could he forget me?
Some other slut distracts him.

Tomorrow I’ll take my blame  

to the wrestling school where he runs naked.

But now, I’ll hold him with charms in moonlight.

Spin, magic wheel, draw him to my soft arms.  

While I call Hecate through blood-blackened tombs 

to give me powers equal to Medea, Circe, Perimede, 

you scatter this charred barley as Daphnis’ bones.

See, blazing bay leaves make no ash – 

so may his flesh be destroyed.  


Spin, magic wheel, draw him to my soft arms.  

May he melt like this hot wax, slip from his lover’s hands

and spin to me like my bronze charm,

Aphrodite’s gift to spurned lovers.  

Poor wryneck, tiny bird bound to this spinning wheel,
if you lure him to me, I’ll cut you loose.  


Spin, magic wheel, draw him to my soft arms.  

I offer bran to draw Artemis 
with her howling dogs to my door.

She can move Hades’ diamond gates,
she’ll hear my bronze charm and move him.  

Sea and wind turn mute in my torment’s roar.


Spin, magic wheel, draw him to my soft arms.  

Daphnis left me used, wasted.  

Does he lie with man or woman?

I pour out this cup to drain his mind.

He’ll come to me crazed

like a colt eating horse-madness weeds. 


Spin, magic wheel, draw him to my soft arms.  

This bit torn from his cloak 
held his scent for me in his absence.

Shred and burn it.

I’ll grind a lizard, brew its poison.


Spin, magic wheel, draw him to my soft arms.  

Tonight, slave, spit on his door, smear these herbs,

sing, “these are Daphnis’ bones, Daphnis’ bones.”

Don’t you scorn me too!  Go!


Spin, magic wheel, draw him to my soft arms.  

Alone in this house, in this night, 

How rehearse his love?

That day, a parade to Artemis’ grove 

with a lioness among the wild beasts.

Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

Cloaked in bright wool

I shone among my friends when I saw him,
his beard like gold, flesh made for enchantment.  

My heart went mad.  I stumbled home,

gave way to fever.


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

No hag could cure me.  I wasted, tore my hair.

Told my frightened slave at last, 
“You must wait where he wrestles.

Whisper my desire to him, bring him here.”   

And she did.


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

When I heard his light step at my door 

I grew colder than snow.  Sweat flowed 

as streams through melting ice.

I couldn’t speak.  My beauty froze in his gaze.

He sat on my bed and lowered his eyes.


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

“I swear by Eros,” he claimed,

“your summons matched my plan  

To come with friends cheering me on,
knock uninvited at your door,

Dionysus’ fruits here in my cloak for you, only you.”


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

“And if you gave just one kiss 

I could sleep again.

If you had barred me from your door,

we’d break in with torch and ax.”


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

“But now, I thank Cypris and you – 

You have snatched me half consumed,
calling me to your cool arms.

For Eros sparks a hotter blaze than Hephaestus’ forge”.


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

I was quickly coaxed,
pulled him down beside me

and soon our bodies glowed.


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

He came here many times a day,  

leaving his oil flask.  I’d caress it.

But twelve days without him and I despair.


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

Early today a friend told me – she’d not lie –

She saw Daphnis offer libations to Eros.  

Whether he loves man or woman,
That’s why he left me.


Listen, Selene, how he came to me.

My spells draw him to me.

But if he wounds me more, he’ll crawl to Hades gates,
spurred by lethal drops and Assyrian curses.

Dear moon, turning your colts toward dark oceans,

go, let me bear the wan day   

and my longing.

Goodbye, bright-riding moon

and stars flung

from calm night’s wheels.

