
THE POOR PRINT 

X anda and I sit 
in the window 
seat of the cafe, 
watching Ox-

ford as it slips into darkness. Peo-
ple below are barely distinguisha-
ble coats laden with bags as they 
scuttle through the damp streets 
towards some dry, artificially lit 
haven. Some dusks are beautiful 
blends of mystery and sunset 
blush; tonight is not one of those. 
The grim gloom is wearily mun-

dane, a tedious envoy of winter. 

“I’m not looking forwards to go-
ing out in that,” I say gloomily. 
The mood is produced jointly by 
the depressing weather and the 
Greek homework waiting on my 
desk in college. 

“Pathetic fallacy,” Xanda laughs, 
a little bitterly. We have just been 
discussing the US president-elect; 
my preparations for the Apoca-
lypse are countered by Xanda’s 
reserved optimism that he’s all 
Bark and no Bite. 

We stare out of the window to-
gether, and I feel a strain of that 
pretentious melancholy which can 
only be satisfied by poetry. 

“I lean against a café’s sill, When 
frost is spectre-grey, And Winter’s 
dregs make desolate The weaken-
ing eye of day.” I gesture to the 
shoppers below, “And all mankind 
that haunts nigh Do seek their 
household fires.” 

Xanda smiles a little, and for a 
moment allows me to think that 
my poorly-adapted relic of GCSE 
English has been the best expres-

sion of our common feelings. 
Then she answers my melancholy 
with Hardy’s original words as the 
eponymous thrush, ‘frail, gaunt 
and small’, appears from the shad-
ows. 

“At once a voice arose among 
The bleak twigs overhead 
In a full-hearted evensong 
Of joy illimited. 
So little cause for carolings 
Of such ecstatic sound 
Was written on terrestrial things 
Afar or nigh around, 
That I could think there trembled 
through 
His happy good-night air 
Some blessed Hope, whereof he 
knew 
And I was unaware.” 

For a moment, Hope hangs in the 
air. Xanda finishes her thought, 
“The night always passes.” 

“But the darkness is no lighter just 
because the morning will follow 
it,” I return. 

“Maybe,” Xanda shrugs, “but it’s 
never night everywhere. And until 
the dawn comes we can choose 
whether we are self-pitying Har-
dys or optimistic thrushes.” 

“Meanwhile,” I quip as together 
we watch the last glow fade from 
the sky, “the night is dark and full 
of terrors.” 

Poem: Thomas Hardy, ‘The Dar-
kling Thrush’ ■ 
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H 
очь, улица, 
фонарь, 
аптека, 

Бессмысленный и тусклый 
свет.» 
 
“The night, the street, the lamp, 
the pharmacy, 
A senseless and dim light.” 
 
(The Russian sounds much better 
than my translation.) 
 
These are the opening lines to a 
short poem of October 1912 by 
Alexander Blok, a Petersburg poet 
of the Russian Silver Age. 
 
Dusk comes very early to Saint-
Petersburg, and as I walk along 
the frozen canals of this Venice of 
the north, Blok’s poem inevitably 

comes to mind. For although the 
list of four nouns could be de-
scribing almost any city or town 
in the world, it is definitely Pe-
tersburg. And although this poem 
was written before some of the 
most turbulent events in the city’s 
history, when the city’s very name 
changed from Saint-Petersburg to 
Petrograd to Leningrad and back 
to Saint-Petersburg, its opening 
image has retained its relevance 
through the city’s troubled history 
and into its present. 
 
In the eight lines of his poem, 
Blok muses on the fact that even 
after death, everything there will 
stay the same. He was not to 
know the extent of the suffering to 
come, the death and destruction 
that would occur. The October 
Revolution was followed by the 
chaos of the Civil War. The Sec-
ond World War (or Great Patriotic 
War, as it is known in Russia) saw 
the siege of Leningrad, where it is 
thought that nearly one in three 
residents who remained in the city 
died, often due to starvation. St. 
Petersburg’s elegant baroque 

buildings have endured all of this, 
and the collapse of the USSR. 
There are few places where I have 
felt history so keenly all around 
me. 
 
Ultimately, despite these temporal 
disturbances, a certain spirit and 
essence of the city endures 
through it all. The poem closes: 
 
«Ночь, ледяная рябь канала, 
Аптека, улица, фонарь.» 
 
“The night, the frozen ripple of 
the canal, 
The pharmacy, the street, the 
lamp.” 

 
It’s true, that lamp will be elec-

tric now, brighter. Its glow will be 
disturbed by the neon green of the 
pharmacy’s flashing sign. But the 
lamp, the street and the pharmacy 
will all remain. So although this 
final image of a light (albeit a dim 
one) in the darkness may not be 
the most original or unprecedent-
ed in poetry, Blok’s streetlamp 
has withstood the test of time. ■ 

Noch 

 

Photography by Rebecca Leigh. Over the last fortnight, The Poor 

Print has been collecting Oriel’s photography around the theme of 

‘dusk’. The full exhibition will be displayed in the Tunnel shortly, or 

alternatively visit www.poorprint.com.  

« 

Kryssa  Burakowsi 

U bi caelum 
condidit 
umbra/
Iuppiter, et 
rebus nox 

abstulit atra colorem’ 

(Aeneid 6.271-2) 

‘When Jupiter has buried the 
heavens in shadow, and black 
night has stolen the colour 
from things’ 

Drawing on traditional Greco-
Roman mythology in his 
assignment of a powerful deity 
to explain the grandeur of this 
natural process, Virgil 
beautifully and memorably 
captures the experience of 
twilight.  Just after the sun has 
hurled its last and most 

impressive display of colour 
across the sky and has finally 
slipped below the horizon, 
dusk follows: the surroundings 
are still visible in their natural 
light but have been drained of 
their more vibrant colours and 
reduced to shadows, outlines, 
and monochrome shapes. 

With the failing light comes the 
loss of the apparent clarity of 
day – yet also the loss of 
hundreds of distracting details 
which can pull you away from 
seeing the bigger picture.  The 
sun’s presence has, since 
antiquity, been associated with 
reason and rationality, yet also 
with judgement and 
exposure.  In the calming 
influence of twilight, greater 
intellectual and emotional 
freedom can flow. 

A release of natural inhibition 
is perhaps an inevitable 

consequence.  For Alex Turner 
of The Arctic Monkeys, the 
nights were mainly made for 
saying things that you can’t say 
tomorrow-day.  Maybe they’re 
also a time for seeing, thinking 
and feeling things that will, and 
perhaps should, be lost in the 
dawn-dusk whirlwind that 
occupies most of our lives. 

Some things are far clearer in 
Black & White. Like an old 
family photo which tells a 
familiar narrative that you can 
understand, this loss of 
excessive detail can bring 
about more subtle and more 
important revelations.  You 
might lose the details and the 
beauty of colour, but 
sometimes it is only in the 
cool, colourless gleam of 
twilight that patterns emerge. ■ 
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T he heavens contin-
ue their onslaught. 
Frozen rain beats 
down on the rusted 

exterior of the aircraft, already lost 
in the storm. Inside, I stare at the 
small mound of poorly cured furs 
and scraps of cloth serving as blan-
kets, resting across a row of worn 
seats that lie on the far side of the 
fire, obscuring the childlike form 
within. 

“Iri is nearly gone.” 
“I know.” 
“Then, for what reason are we 

still here?” 
I take my time responding. As I 

watch, a delicate hand falls from 
the confines of the covers, catches 
on a jagged metal edge and stains 
the floor crimson. Forcing myself 
up, I stretch. I feel blood starting to 
circulate through unfeeling limbs as 
I disturb muscles locked by the 
cold, bringing with it a sharp, burn-
ing pain as sensation returns to my 
cracked, frostbitten flesh. 

I stagger over to Iri and slump 
at her side, picking up her exposed 
hand to bind the cut. Her condition 
is getting worse. It is clear how 
quickly she is deteriorating. Muscle 
is now sharply defined under the 
stretched layer of skin remaining to 
her and her veins protrude like 
small cables along the back of her 
forearm, splitting into thinner wires 
along the back of her atrophying 
hand. This already grim sight is 

made worse by the scars running 
down her arm, an irregular pattern 
of raw, bloody channels carved into 
her emaciated flesh. 

There is more screeching from 
outside as the storm launches an-
other attack against our corroded 
metal. I enfold the trembling limb 
back into the warmth of her cocoon 
and pause to check if I had woken 
her. Thankfully not, though her 
sleep still does not seem settled. 
Beneath the markings of her dis-
ease, the restless movement of her 
eyes continues. Yet again, she is 
dreaming. 

I, ever so slowly, move my 
hands underneath her so I can lift 
her without disturbing her rest. But 
still when I raise her off the ground 
she starts thrashing and struggling 
against my grip. Her eyes open, 
then spread wide with wild, feral 
fear. She is still within the realm of 
her dreams. 

“Hey, It’s me. It’s alright. Eve-
rything’s  alright.” 

I am met with a blank, fixed 
look. Then a spark of recognition 
ignites her eyes and her flailing 
lessens. I continue the calming 
phrases, until she finally settles 
down. The terror is gone from her 
eyes, but anxiety and embarrass-
ment remains, mirrored by the ten-
sion in her limbs. 

I smile slightly down at her and 
say, “Bad dream. Go back to sleep, 
Iri.” 

She watches me for a couple of 
minutes, then relaxes and returns 
my smile with a small, timid one of 

her own. She leans into the crook of 
my shoulder and, within seconds, 
gives way to peaceful oblivion. 

I carry her closer to the fire, 
and, with infinite care, lower my-
self to the ground, leaning back 
against the curving metal wall. The 
irregularly raised sections of metal 
make it difficult to settle. Cradling 
Iri, I look up to find my companion 
standing before me, examining Iri 
intently. He looks at me with con-
cern written across his thin, lean 
face. I nod wearily. He has also 
seen the decline in her condition. 
His lips purse as he turns from me 
and stumbles back to a half-
collapsed seat on the other side of 
our makeshift shelter. 

With a voice made rough by the 
chill, I finally reply, “You know 
exactly why we’re here.” 

I glance up to find him ripping 
one of the armrests off his seat, 
trying to get comfortable. After a 
second, he turns to me and indi-
cates with a wave of his hand that I 
should continue. 

“You’re right. We’re dying out 
here, and Iri’s close to passing to 
the other side. So, you tell me why 
I’m forcing us through this waste-
land.” 

He assumes that faraway look in 
his gaze, like he is trying to solve a 
particularly complex puzzle. Final-
ly, he mutters, “I don’t know. 
That’s why I asked. We could head 
to an inhabited area nearby.” 

He never was a particularly 
good liar: I can see it straight from 
the awkward expression on his 
face. “Don’t give me that. You 
know they can’t treat her. No one in 
this area can.” 

“Yet, you think someone at the 
Gates may be capable of tending to 

her?” 
“I’ve heard rumours that a med-

ical professional settled there, they 
may know something of what af-
flicts Iri.” 

He pauses in his struggle with 
the seat and turns to me. It seems 
for a second that he is about to say 
something, but instead he diverts 
his gaze to the floor and remains 
silent. He then raises his eyes until 
they rest on the girl leaning against 
me. 

I look away from his forlorn 
expression. I know exactly what he 
does not want to say. After all, they 
are my own fears, and the imminent 
reality. 

Even if there are medical pro-
fessionals, Iri does not have much 
time left to her. The chance of her 
surviving until we reach the Gates 
is slim. The chance that they can 
save her is smaller yet. The simple 
fact: it is too late. 

This icy wasteland will most 
likely be Iri’s final resting place. ■ 
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E ntombed forever in a 
place where sunlight 
never shines. Beaten 
and broken by re-

morseless hands and feet. Tortured 
until I no longer recognise truth 
from falsehood. Consumed by fear, 
is there anything left of what I once 
was – anything left of myself? This 
was not my reality. But it was, I 
fear, somebody’s reality. Over there, 
across the bay, but a wind’s breath 
away, behind walls of secrecy that, 
but for a few hundred metres of pre-
cious space, would close me in too. 
It’s a fragile gift, freedom. We sel-
dom think how easily we might lose 
it. But if we become a threat or in-
convenience to those numerous or 
powerful enough to take it away, 

take it they will. And who is there to 
stop them? 
        My musings were dark as I 
dreamed away a night beneath the 
lonely stars on the less shadowy 
side of Guantanamo Bay and waited 
for the grey light of the dawn. 
Seized as long ago as 1898, the 
American enclave is still regarded 
as illegal by Cuba. But what can it 
do against a power waxed so 
strong? What could the Taino peo-
ple do when, four centuries before 
that, the Spaniards first arrived with 
their not-so-benign curiosity and 
their guns and their steel and started 
to demand gold? Perhaps this island 
really was, until then, like an Eden 
before the fall. The people, said 
Columbus, were ‘gentle and laugh-
ing’; they ‘do not murder or steal’. 
After joy turned to mourning, after 
gentility was met with the sword, 
after strange men from over the sea 

taught this childlike land the mean-
ing of murder and took from it peo-
ple, pasture, precious stones – what-
ever they could steal – is it any 
wonder that today’s Cubans, like 
their dwindled, displaced forebears, 
should want to resist the interfer-
ence of other peoples with other 
ideas of how things ought to be? 
        I spend many days on that fas-
cinating island. In a place whose 
people once eagerly traded unes-
teemed gold for cheap Spanish 
brass, a metal of more mesmerising 
lustre whatever the world might say 
of its value, I found a people again 
placing pragmatic utility above 
symbols of status, defying the mod-
ern world’s measures of ‘success’. 
Yes, most of the food is imported, 
but what’s grown here is nearly all 
organic, grown with pride and with-
out fertilisers and pesticides. There 
are so few farm animals that to kill a 
cow without special permission is, 
as it should be, a heinous crime. The 
hunger seen under Spanish rule has 
been abolished by the provision of a 
basic ration to everyone. Nor is this 
well-educated people afraid to inno-
vate: Genetic Modification of crops, 
stymied elsewhere, was already 
bringing benefits here, free from 
control by unscrupulous chemical 
multinationals with ulterior inten-
sions. 
        There is the germ of something 
truly good on Cuba, I thought in the 
quiet twilight of my final full day 
there. If only the government’s po-
litical paranoia were relaxed, and 
the people could speak freely, I’m 
sure they wouldn’t have such very 
bad things to say. Maybe the free 
and happy spirit of the Taino still 
lingers in the soil, where up to a 
million of these ancients once sus-

tainably lived. Maybe one day, 
nourished by that spirit, the blos-
soms of paradise will bloom here 
once again. 
        English with a North American 
twang was never far from my ear-
shot on the coral-white coasts of 
Cuba, but I soon learned that it sel-
dom sprung from the mouths of its 
nearest neighbour the US. Whilst 
contact has been cold with its ideo-
logical and territorial rival, Cuba 
has had for Canada a long-standing 
softness. The Canadians bring both 
planeloads of tourists and bulky 
shiploads of lucrative trade. And it 
was on one of these boats that I 
managed to stow myself, with a 
little luck and a pinch of pecuniary 
persuasion, for my own slow escape 
far into the North. 
        I was somewhat saddened to 
leave Cuba, not least through 
thought of the long journey ahead. 
Nearly all the way we slid easily 
through the warm waves of the Gulf 
Stream, the pump that empties the 
hot pool of Mexico across the open 
ocean into Europe’s cooler coves. 
But we weren’t long within sight of 
the American coastline, and again 
unmarked sky, boundless sea and 
salty air would be our daily portion, 
myself and the Canadian crew who, 
through frequent conversation and 
regular routine, kept each other 
sane. On we went, for many days, 
like countless ships before us – from 
sail to steam to diesel – and far be-
neath us, who knows how many 
broken vessels slept, their unfortu-
nate crews having fallen upon less 
favourable winds? Surely it can only 
have been the day-to-day running of 
the ship, the small but certain tasks, 
that stopped those poor sailors who 
travelled for so many, many weeks 
into the unknown, from lapsing into 
lunacy all those centuries ago. Per-
haps Columbus’ crew were, after 
all, a little mad when they reached 
land at last and did what they did to 

the West Indian isles. 
        Not for us, a watery demise in 
the ocean’s frigid bowels – no mon-
ster of the unseen miles would taste 
us, a novel delicacy, this time. But I 
couldn’t help but think of the nu-
merous creatures we might be af-
fecting. Some two thousand ceta-
ceans every year end up dashed and 
helpless on the shore, made deliri-
ous or distracted by the ceaseless 
thudding of modern ocean-going 
craft, and many die the slow, painful 
death of dehydration or collapse in 
agony under their own weight. My 
only consolation was that my pres-
ence, doing nothing either to hasten 
or hinder this ship, made no contri-
bution to the noise, nor the chim-
neys of smoke, nor any watery lega-
cy we left in our wake. 
        At last, we saw the welcome 
cliffs of Canada’s lengthy coast, 
made longer by the immeasurable 
crenuations of its northern fjords 
and eastern scattering of tiny is-
lands. Disembarking into freezing 
rain and cold Newfoundland air, we 
knew we’d come a long way from 
Cuba’s near-constant thirty degree 
climate. The sun still spilled a 
smoky glimmer, just about, into the 
twilit west, but winter was coming 
in now to the North: the dark days 
when she hardly rises, and above the 
Arctic circle there lurks near-
perpetual night. My aim now was to 
see that dying snowscape as its hey-
day faded into dusk, to watch it 
once more melt into the darkness of 
the solstice before this ice-palace 
really melted, beyond reconstruc-
tion, into a salty pool. The heady 
heat of humanity’s busy world lay 
behind and beneath me; above me 
awaited the miserable consequence 
of its most devastating mistake. A 
deep gloom fell over my heart as I 
gathered my pack, stepped onto the 
slushy soil, and vanished into the 
dusk. ■ 

Slow Travel: Castro’s Cuba 
Tobias Thornes 

‘Upon Waking’ 

Miriam Stegmann  

The gravity of an ending 
In the fleeing dark 

Anthracite clouds of breath 
Hanging low 

Over the curve of your heavy skull 
Your globe, world of worlds 

Allegory of bones, blood, brain 
Your thoughts 
A black box 

Weighing me down. 
 

In foreboding shadows you rest 
Below my collar bone 
Pressing onto my chest 

Silently, slowly, irrevocably 
You love me 

With the immense gravity 
Of the freshly blended grey 

Softly creeping into the corners 
It preludes a breaking heart 
As much as a breaking day. 

serenity 

in the city of spires, choirs and fires is serenity 

at the side of the river cold springtide shiver is serenity 

in the candlelit burning waiting and yearning is serenity 

where the grief is expected and truth rejected is serenity 

serenity 

 

serenity 

wordless playwright in mirrors fashioning heroes is serenity 

where a light conversation crashes formation of identity  

serenity 

alien to me 

‘Serenity’ 

The Poor Print wishes to apologise 

for a spelling error in the title of 

Luke Sheridan’s piece last issue. 

Readers may have found difficulty 

finding ‘Skard’ in an atlas; they 

will have more success locating 

‘Skardu’. 

‘Stories of 

Oxford’: update 

Since publication of last issue’s 

‘Stories of Oxford’ feature, it has 

been announced that the two big-

gest homeless shelters in Oxford-

shire are to close due to govern-

ment cuts. This will lead to 145 

beds being cut overall. 

To find out more about 

homelessness in Oxford, visit 

www.oxhop.org.uk. 

   Anna Wawrzonkowska  


