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Keith Douglas (1920–1944) was one of the most talented British poets of the twentieth century, 
and an astute chronicler of the Second World War. He was killed in Normandy three days after 
D-Day. Some of Douglas’s best known poems directly reflect his experiences on the battlefield, 
but the poems selected for this piece are more focused on the spaces around it—of waiting, of 
attempting to find pleasure, love, and hope in its wake, and of the increasing burdens of guilt, 
trauma, and grief.

The poems are set in chronological order. The first two were written on Douglas’s first campaign, 
in Egypt: “Mersa” is named after a town on the coast which had been the site of a battle months 
before Douglas’s arrival; “Cairo Jag” documents life in the capital, which had become home to 
military and diplomatic personnel from numerous Allied countries—living in a parallel reality to 
the locals. 

The last three were written in England before his posting to Normandy. Douglas was working on 
a more expansive project titled “Bête Noire,” which was unfinished; this fragment describes 
some of Douglas’s struggle with the titular beast, which he called “so amorphous and powerful. . . 
no use sacrificing to him, he takes what he wants.” “To Kristin Yingcheng Olga Milena” and “On 
a Return from Egypt” were Douglas’s last completed poems: the former is addressed to four 
women Douglas had been entangled with; the latter is an elegy to lost friends, and to Douglas 
himself, who had—accurately—predicted his own demise.

Texts 

1. MERSA

This blue halfcircle of sea
moving transparently
on sand as pale as salt
was Cleopatra's hotel:

here is a guesthouse built
and broken utterly, since.
An amorous modern prince
lived in this scoured shell.

Now from the skeletal town
the cherry skinned soldiers stroll down
to undress to idle on the white beach.
Up there, the immensely long road goes by

to Tripoli: the wind and dust reach
the secrets of the whole
poor town whose masks would still
deceive a passer-by;

faces with sightless doors
for eyes, with cracks like tears
oozing at corners. A dead tank alone
leans where the gossips stood.

I see my feet like stones
underwater. The logical little fish
converge and nip the flesh
imagining I am one of the dead.

(a"er October 1942)

2. CAIRO JAG

Shall I get drunk or cut myself a piece of cake,
a pasty Syrian with a few words of English
or the Turk who says she is a princess—she 

dances
apparently by levitation? Or Marcelle, 

Parisienne
always preoccupied with her dull dead lover:
she has all the photographs and his letters



tied in a bundle and stamped Décedé in mauve 
ink.

All this takes place in a stink of jasmin.

But there are the streets dedicated to sleep
stenches and the sour smells, the sour cries
do not disturb their application to slumber
all day, scattered on the pavement like rags
afflicted with fatalism and hashish. The women
offering their children brown-paper breasts
dry and twisted, elongated like the skull,
Holbein's signature. But this stained white 

town
is something in accordance with mundane 

conventions—
Marcelle drops her Gallic airs and tragedy
suddenly shrieks in Arabic about the fare
with the cabman, links herself so
with the somnambulists and legless beggars:
it is all one, all as you have heard.

But by a day's travelling you reach a new world
the vegetation is of iron
dead tanks, gun barrels split like celery
the metal brambles have no flowers or berries
and there are all sorts of manure, you can 

imagine
the dead themselves, their boots, clothes and 

possessions
clinging to the ground, a man with no head
has a packet of chocolate and a souvenir of 

Tripoli.

(February 1943)

3. From the BÊTE NOIRE $agments

If at times my eyes are lenses
through which the brain explores
constellations of feeling
my ears yielding like swinging doors
admit princes to the corridors
into the mind, do not envy me.
I have a beast on my back

(February–March 1944)

4. TO KRISTIN YINGCHENG OLGA MILENA

Women of four countries
the four phials full of essences
of green England, legendary China,
cold Europe, Arabic Spain, a finer
four poisons for the subtle senses
than any in medieval inventories.

Here I give back perforce
the sweet wine to the grape
give the dark plant its juices
what every creature uses
by natural law will seep
back to the natural source.

(March 1944)

5. ON A RETURN FROM EGYPT

To stand here in the wings of Europe
disheartened, I have come away
from the sick land where in the sun lay
the gentle sloe-eyed murderers
of themselves, exquisites under a curse;
here to exercise my depleted fury.

For the heart is a coal, growing colder
when jewelled cerulean seas change
into grey rocks, grey water-fringe,
sea and sky altering like a cloth
till colour and sheen are gone both:
cold is an opiate of the soldier.

And all my endeavours are unlucky explorers
come back, abandoning the expedition;
the specimens, the lilies of ambition
still spring in their climate, still unpicked:
but time, time is all I lacked
to find them, as the great collectors before me.

The next month, then, is a window
and with a crash I’ll split the glass.
Behind it stands one I must kiss,
person of love or death,
a person or a wraith,
I fear what I shall find.

(March–April 1944)
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