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POEMS ABOUT DEATH 
(author chronological order) 

 
 
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) 
Adonais (stanzas XXXIX, LII and LIV) 
 
 
XXXIX 
 
Peace, peace! he is not dead, he doth not sleep, 
He hath awaken'd from the dream of life; 
Tis we, who lost in stormy visions, keep 
With phantoms an unprofitable strife, 
And in mad trance, strike with our spirit's knife 
Invulnerable nothings. We decay 
Like corpses in a charnel; fear and grief 
Convulse us and consume us day by day, 
And cold hopes swarm like worms within our living clay. 
 
 
LII 
 
The One remains, the many change and pass; 
Heaven's light forever shines, Earth's shadows fly; 
Life, like a dome of many-colour'd glass, 
Stains the white radiance of Eternity, 
Until Death tramples it to fragments.--Die, 
If thou wouldst be with that which thou dost seek! 
Follow where all is fled!--Rome's azure sky, 
Flowers, ruins, statues, music, words, are weak 
The glory they transfuse with fitting truth to speak. 
 
 
LIV 
 
That Light whose smile kindles the Universe, 
That Beauty in which all things work and move, 
That Benediction which the eclipsing Curse 
Of birth can quench not, that sustaining Love 
Which through the web of being blindly wove 
By man and beast and earth and air and sea, 
Burns bright or dim, as each are mirrors of 
The fire for which all thirst; now beams on me, 
Consuming the last clouds of cold mortality. 
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Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) 
Music, when soft voices die 

Music, when soft voices die, 
Vibrates in the memory -  
Odours, when sweet violets sicken, 
Live within the sense they quicken. 
 
Rose leaves, when the rose is dead, 
Are heaped for the beloved's bed; 
And so thy thoughts, when thou art gone, 
Love itself shall slumber on. 
 
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) 
On Death 

The pale, the cold, and the moony smile 
Which the meteor beam of a starless night 
Sheds on a lonely and sea-girt isle, 
Ere the dawning of morn's undoubted light, 
Is the flame of life so fickle and wan 
That flits round our steps till their strength is gone. 
 
O man! hold thee on in courage of soul 
Through the stormy shades of thy wordly way, 
And the billows of clouds that around thee roll 
Shall sleep in the light of a wondrous day, 
Where hell and heaven shall leave thee free 
To the universe of destiny. 
 
This world is the nurse of all we know, 
This world is the mother of all we feel, 
And the coming of death is a fearful blow 
To a brain unencompass'd by nerves of steel: 
When all that we know, or feel, or see, 
Shall pass like an unreal mystery. 
 
The secret things of the grave are there, 
Where all but this frame must surely be, 
Though the fine-wrought eye and the wondrous ear 
No longer will live, to hear or to see 
All that is great and all that is strange 
In the boundless realm of unending change. 
 
Who telleth a tale of unspeaking death? 
Who lifteth the veil of what is to come? 
Who painteth the shadows that are beneath 
The wide-winding caves of the peopled tomb? 
Or uniteth the hopes of what shall be 
With the fears and the love for that which we see?  
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Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) 
Break, break, break  
 
Break, break, break,  
On thy cold gray stones, O Sea!  
And I would that my tongue could utter  
The thoughts that arise in me.1  

O, well for the fisherman's boy,  
That he shouts with his sister at play!  
O, well for the sailor lad,  
That he sings in his boat on the bay!  

And the stately ships go on  
To their haven under the hill;  
But O for the touch of a vanished hand,  
And the sound of a voice that is still!  

Break, break, break,  
At the foot of thy crags, O Sea!  
But the tender grace of a day that is dead  
Will never come back to me.  

 

Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) 
Dark house, by which once more I stand  

Dark house, by which once more I stand  
   Here in the long unlovely street,  
   Doors, where my heart was used to beat  
So quickly, waiting for a hand,  
 
A hand that can be clasp'd no more--  
   Behold me, for I cannot sleep,  
   And like a guilty thing I creep  
At earliest morning to the door.  
 
He is not here; but far away  
   The noise of life begins again,  
   And ghastly thro' the drizzling rain  
On the bald street breaks the blank day.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 4 

Pablo Neruda (1904-1973) 
Nothing But Death 

There are cemeteries that are lonely, 
graves full of bones that do not make a sound, 
the heart moving through a tunnel, 
in it darkness, darkness, darkness, 
like a shipwreck we die going into ourselves, 
as though we were drowning inside our hearts, 
as though we lived falling out of the skin into the soul. 
 
And there are corpses, 
feet made of cold and sticky clay, 
death is inside the bones, 
like a barking where there are no dogs, 
coming out from bells somewhere, from graves somewhere, 
growing in the damp air like tears of rain. 
 
Sometimes I see alone 
coffins under sail, 
embarking with the pale dead, with women that have dead hair, 
with bakers who are as white as angels, 
and pensive young girls married to notary publics, 
caskets sailing up the vertical river of the dead, 
the river of dark purple, 
moving upstream with sails filled out by the sound of death, 
filled by the sound of death which is silence. 
 
Death arrives among all that sound 
like a shoe with no foot in it, like a suit with no man in it, 
comes and knocks, using a ring with no stone in it, with no 
finger in it, 
comes and shouts with no mouth, with no tongue, with no 
throat. 
Nevertheless its steps can be heard 
and its clothing makes a hushed sound, like a tree. 
 
I'm not sure, I understand only a little, I can hardly see, 
but it seems to me that its singing has the color of damp violets, 
of violets that are at home in the earth, 
because the face of death is green, 
and the look death gives is green, 
with the penetrating dampness of a violet leaf 
and the somber color of embittered winter. 
 
But death also goes through the world dressed as a broom, 
lapping the floor, looking for dead bodies, 
death is inside the broom, 
the broom is the tongue of death looking for corpses, 
it is the needle of death looking for thread. 
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Death is inside the folding cots: 
it spends its life sleeping on the slow mattresses, 
in the black blankets, and suddenly breathes out: 
it blows out a mournful sound that swells the sheets, 
and the beds go sailing toward a port 
where death is waiting, dressed like an admiral. 

 

Pablo Neruda (1904-1973)                   
The light wraps you 

The light wraps you in its mortal flame.  
Abstracted pale mourner, standing that way  
against the old propellers of the twilight  
that revolves around you.  
 
Speechless, my friend,  
alone in the loneliness of this hour of the dead  
and filled with the lives of fire,  
pure heir of the ruined day.  
 
A bough of fruit falls from the sun on your dark garment.  
The great roots of night  
grow suddenly from your soul,  
and the things that hide in you come out again  
so that a blue and palled people  
your newly born, takes nourishment.  
 
Oh magnificent and fecund and magnetic slave  
of the circle that moves in turn through black and gold:  
rise, lead and possess a creation  
so rich in life that its flowers perish  
and it is full of sadness. 
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Dylan Thomas (1914-1953)                 
Do not go gentle into that good night 

Do not go gentle into that good night,  
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;  
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.  

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,  
Because their words had forked no lightning they  
Do not go gentle into that good night.  

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright  
Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,  
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.  

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,  
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,  
Do not go gentle into that good night. 

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight  
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,  
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.  

And you, my father, there on the sad height,  
Curse, bless me now with your fierce tears, I pray.  
Do not go gentle into that good night.  
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.  

 

Dylan Thomas (1914-1953)                 
And death shall have no dominion 

And death shall have no dominion. 
Dead men naked they shall be one 
With the man in the wind and the west moon; 
When their bones are picked clean and the clean bones gone, 
They shall have stars at elbow and foot; 
Though they go mad they shall be sane, 
Though they sink through the sea they shall rise again 
Though lovers be lost love shall not; 
And death shall have no dominion. 
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Mary Elizabeth Frye (1905-2004) 
Do Not Stand at My Grave and Weep  
 
Do not stand at my grave and weep, 
I am not there, I do not sleep. 
I am in a thousand winds that blow, 
I am the softly falling snow. 
I am the gentle showers of rain, 
I am the fields of ripening grain. 
I am in the morning hush, 
I am in the graceful rush 
Of beautiful birds in circling flight, 
I am the starshine of the night. 
I am in the flowers that bloom, 
I am in a quiet room. 
I am in the birds that sing, 
I am in each lovely thing. 
Do not stand at my grave and cry, 
I am not there. I do not die. 
 

  
 


