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This essay is based on the 2019 poetry set list with the theme ‘People 
and Places’. 

Both 'In Hospital: Poona' and 'Return to Cardiff' involve memories of 
places.  Explore how the poets represent Wales and its people in these 

poems. 

'In Hospital: Poona' by Alun Lewis is about a man in India who is missing his 

wife who is in Wales.  He is expressing his love for his wife throughout the 

poem.  'Return to Cardiff’ by Dannie Abse is about a man going back to his 

hometown.  He describes the way the city has changed over many years.  

Both poems are about people and places. 

The first line of the first poem, “Last night I did not fight for sleep”, suggests he 

usually has to fight to get to sleep.  The verb “fight” suggest he always 

struggles sleeping but that night he didn't bother fighting.  He decides not to 

sleep because he is waiting for it to be dark in Wales and in Poona so he feels 

like he is with his wife. 

Using the title 'In Hospital: Poona' tells us his location immediately and what 

he is doing there.  Using the word 'Poona' gives us a precise location instead 

of a rough idea of where he is.  

Alun Lewis uses rhyme through the poem.  He uses words like 'sleep' and 

'deep' and 'world' and 'furled'.  Using rhyme makes the poem flow better and 

creates a rhythmic and lullaby pattern. 

Lewis thinks love always lasts no matter how far away from love you are.  He 

uses phrases like "love survives the venom of the snake."  Using phrases like 

this gives a loving effect on the poem.  Lewis is also giving his views on how 
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love always lasts by using the phrase "love survives”.  Also to represent love, 

Alun Lewis uses the idea of swans.  He says, "vanished as though a swan in 

ecstasy".  He is comparing his wife to the swan because swans are beautiful, 

elegant and loyal.  Swans also represent eternal love. 

Alun Lewis references many Welsh things throughout the poem such as the 

mountains “Dafydd”, “Llewellyn”, “Plynlimmon', “Cader Idris” and “Eryri”.  

Referencing Welsh things give the reader an idea of what there is around the 

area he's from.  He is also mentioning Wales's natural features.  Thinking 

about Wales's famous places will bring back memories of his childhood and 

younger days. 

The poem is written in six stanzas and made up of three sentences. "And 

like…. the venom of the snake" it is written in enjambment.  Using 

enjambment throughout the last four stanzas/verses and not dividing them 

into more than one sentence, gives the idea the poet is emotionally caught up 

in his imagination. 

The phrase “My hot hands touched your white despondent shoulders” 

suggests that Lewis is down the dumps.  The word "despondent" suggest this 

– “despondent” means dejected or unhappy which is the way he is feeling.  In

my opinion I think that Alun Lewis is missing his wife and he wants to see her,

which is making him feel down.

The first word of the poem 'Return to Cardiff' is "Hometown" which suggests 

the place Abse is speaking about is where he is from.  Also the title 'Return to 

Cardiff’ suggest the poem is about the place he was brought up.  The phrase 

“Hometown, well, most admit an affection for a city" suggests he really likes 

Cardiff and has many memories there.  

Abse uses many adjectives to describe the way Cardiff now looks. Some of 

them are "grey" and "tangled".  These adjectives suggest Cardiff is a dull 

place. 
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In the first stanza the poet says "grey, tangled streets I cycled on to school, 

my first cigarette in the back lane, and, fool, my first botched love affair."  All 

of these are memories of his childhood.  He is remembering the first things he 

did when he was younger. 

Throughout the poem Abse adds comparisons from when he was younger to 

how the town is now.  He says "mile-wide Taff now a stream." Using 

comparisons tells the reader how something has changed over many years. 

Stanza three is all about his grandfather and how he was dying.  He is in the 

hospital and is trying to listen the conversation between the doctor and his 

grandfather.  The poet says "unfocused voices in the wind, associations, 

clues, odd and ends, fringes caught."  He is suggesting that he couldn't hear 

the whole conversation and was trying to listen to what the doctor was saying.  

Then Abse says, "as when, after the doctor quit, a door opened and I 

glimpsed the white enormous face of my grandfather, suddenly aghast with 

certain news".  Abse is saying that is grandfather is dying and it could be the 

last time he sees him.  The phrase that suggests he is dying or coming to the 

end of life is "certain news". 

"Unable to define anything I can hardly speak, and still I love the place for 

what I wanted it to be."  Dannie Abse is telling us that even though Cardiff has 

changed, he will always remember it as it was when he was younger.  The 

phrase "unable to define anything" suggests he is struggling to take in how 

much it has changed from when he was younger.  Also in the same stanza he 

says "a city of strangers". This suggests he doesn't recognise anyone.  The 

word to suggest this is "strangers". 

In the last stanza the phrase "No sooner than I'd arrived the other Cardiff had 

gone, smoke in the memory". This suggests all his memories are going and 

have turned into smoke.  Also the poet realises his past and present self need 

to meet and move on. The phrase to suggest this is, "where the boy I was not 

and the man I am not met, hesitated, left double footsteps then walked on".  
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The word “hesitated” suggests the poet is finding hard to move on.  However, 

the word "walked" suggests he has finally moved on. 

Just like 'In Hospital: Poona', 'Return to Cardiff' has rhyme included in the 

poem.  However, Abse added rhyme at the end and beginning of each stanza 

whereas Lewis added rhyme to the end of each line.  In ‘Return to Cardiff', 

Abse used words like 'city' and 'pity' to create a rhythmic and lullaby pattern 

throughout the poem.  This makes the poem flow better. 

Both poems 'Return to Cardiff' and 'In Hospital: Poona' are based on people 

and places.  There are many similarities between the poems.  

Both poems are about memories.  In 'Return to Cardiff' the poet is sharing his 

memories of when he went back to Cardiff.  Whereas in 'In Hospital: Poona' 

the poet is remembering memories in Wales with his wife.  Memories are 

being brought back by thinking about his wife in Wales whilst he is in India, 

and in 'Return to Cardiff' his memories are being bought back because 

everything has changed and he preferred Cardiff how it was when he was 

younger. 

The poets have only used the good points about Wales throughout both 

poems because they aren’t looking at the negative sides of things.  Although 

in 'Return to Cardiff' the poet shares a sad memory about his granddad dying 

but doesn't put a negative effect on the poem. 

In both poems the speakers are male.  The structures of the poems aren’t that 

similar.  Both poems are written with enjambment.  'In Hospital: Poona' has 

three sentences throughout the poem and has six stanza's where as 'Return 

to Cardiff' is made up of a sentence and has seven stanzas.  In the poem 'In 

Hospital: Poona' the last four stanzas are made of one sentence which shows 

the poet is emotionally caught up. This gives us the idea the poem isn't quite 

as controlled as 'Return to Cardiff'.  
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The moods in the poems are quite different.  'In Hospital: Poona' has a loving 

mood where as 'Return to Cardiff’ has a more nostalgic mood because Abse 

is remembering his memories of Cardiff but in the third stanza the mood 

slightly changes to a sadder atmosphere because he is speaking about his 

granddad dying. 

I think the most successful poem is 'In Hospital: Poona'.  This is because the 

poet has added a lot of detail to describe Wales and his love for his wife.  The 

poet has also created images to see in your head.  
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This essay is based on the 2019 poetry set list with the theme ‘People 
and Places’. 

Both 'In Hospital: Poona' and 'Return to Cardiff' involve memories of 
places. Explore how the poets represent Wales and its people in these 
poems. 

In this assessment, I will be looking at two poems, 'In Hospital: Poona' by Alun 

Lewis and 'Return to Cardiff' by Dannie Abse. 'In Hospital: Poona' focuses on 

the speaker's time in an Indian hospital after breaking his jaw, and his longing 

to go home to Wales. 'Return to Cardiff' is about the speaker's experience 

while, returning to his hometown, and finding that the City he grew up loving is 

not how he remembers it. Both of these poems are centred around places and 

people. 

From the title of the poem 'In Hospital: Poona', Alun Lewis has already 

established the speaker's location. This exact location is not mentioned 

throughout the poem, but by using it as the title, it introduces the name of a 

place that would sound foreign and alien to someone from Wales. This 

reflects how the speaker feels alienated when he is lying in hospital 

thousands of miles away from home. 

The poem begins "Last night I did not fight for sleep". This line suggests that 

the speaker usually struggles to get to sleep but last night he did not even 

attempt to. The word "fight" implies a difficult and painful struggle. It also has 

connotations to anger. This suggests that the speaker is usually frustrated so 

that he cannot sleep in the Poona hospital. However, last night he did not 

"fight for sleep". The speaker is waiting for the sun to set in Wales, as there 

are different time zones in Wales and India. When the time finally comes, he 

can imagine his home in darkness and feel as though he is there once again.  

The poem 'In Hospital: Poona' is addressed to someone. "I knew that you 

were furled, beloved.” "You" is mentioned multiple times throughout the poem. 
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Lewis could be talking to his wife in Wales whom he misses, but he could also 

be talking to Wales itself. This would mean that the poet is using 

personification to describe his home as a person. The word "furled" means 

curled up. Lewis' wife would be curled up in bed when night finally reaches 

Wales. Wales could also appear to be curled up at night under a blanket of 

sky, so it is possible that the speaker is remembering how his home looks 

when it is dark. The word "beloved" shows that the speaker dearly loves the 

person or place that he is talking about, whether it is Wales, his wife who is 

waiting there for him or both.  

When it is finally night in both countries, the speaker feels as though the 

distance between India and Wales disappears and he can step from one 

country to another. "Sixty degrees of longitude beside vanished." The word 

"vanished" implies a sudden and magical movement. When he remembers his 

home, all of his worries magically disappear and he can imagine that he is 

home in the country that he loves. 

The line "swan in ecstasy" further proves his love for the person or place that 

is talking about. Swans are known as a symbol of eternal love as they mate 

for life. A swan would never leave its mate to find another, showing that the 

speaker wishes to never truly part with his wife and country, even if he is 

currently thousands of miles away from all that he loves. The word "ecstasy" 

means immense joy. The speaker spends all of his time waiting for the 

moment when both countries are in darkness, and is extremely happy when 

this merriment finally comes. When he can imagine his life back home in 

Wales, the speaker's true love for his country and all that he has left behind is 

stronger than ever. 

In the third stanza, the speaker is reminiscing about Wales. "I saw the green 

tide leap on Cardigan". Alun Lewis uses personification such as this line to 

make Wales seem lively and beautiful. He uses lots of descriptive language in 

this stanza and also references the legend of the Welsh dragon. "Your red 

yacht riding like a legend." This creates magical imagery and makes Wales 

appear to be part of a fantasy world. 
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The fourth stanza mentions real places, "the great mountains, Dafydd and 

Llewelyn." This shows that Wales is not in fact, a fantasy world, but a real 

place in which the speaker grew up. It contains lots of memories from his 

past, and he is remembering specific places that he loves in this stanza. He 

describes the Welsh landscape as if it were a shark, "Threshing the darkness 

back from head and fin"; Welsh mountains stick up like a shark's fin. 

Describing the landscape in this way once again makes it appear alive. Wales 

itself is fighting for the night to come, and for the time when the speaker can 

return even if is only in his thoughts. 

The line "my hot hands touched your white despondent shoulders" could be a 

memory of the speaker's wife when he found out that he had to leave for 

India. The word "hot" could have been used to reflect the heat of India, 

although it could also imply desire. The speaker wishes to be back in Wales 

with his wife. The word "despondent" means sad or down, the speaker's wife 

was upset to see him leave, and he imagines that she feels sad and lonely 

without him. He is back in this moment comforting her across the world when 

it is dark in both countries.  

The speaker does not have long to reminisce about his life in Wales before 

the sun rises in India. "Ten thousand miles of daylight grew between us", the 

spell is broken as soon as daylight returns, and the speaker must face his 

troubles again. His time in his memories is over as instantly as it began, and 

the night is never long enough to truly return. 

The line "I heard the wild daws crake in India's starving throat" shows how 

unpleasantly the speaker must return to India when the sun rises. "Crake" is 

not a pleasant sound; this reflects how the speaker feels to be parted from his 

memories of Wales. Lewis may have used the phrase "India's starving throat" 

to reference the poverty and starvation in India. The speaker could also feel 

starved of oxygen in the stifling air. Another meaning of this phrase could be 

that, once woken, from his reminiscing state, the speaker feels as if he is 

starved of Wales as he has been deprived of it for so long. 
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The final two lines of the poem sum up how the speaker feels. "Time upon the 

heart can break But love survives the venom of the snake". The speaker's 

heart is breaking from being away from his home and his wife for so long; but 

his love for the person and place that he cares about the most will always 

survive. These two lines really bring together all of the speaker’s thoughts 

throughout the poem and into one idea. 

Alun Lewis wrote 'In Hospital: Poona' to describe his feelings while he was in 

and Indian hospital thousands of miles away from all that he loves. I think that 

this poem is successful, as the poet's immense love for Wales and his wife 

are very clear throughout the poem. This causes the reader to empathise with 

the speaker, as most can say that they have a place and person they love and 

care for and would hate to lose. I like this poem because it shows someone 

who deeply cares for something that they have had to leave behind and 

makes me realise how much I take for granted.  

‘Return to Cardiff’ by Dannie Abse describes the speaker's feelings when 

visiting his hometown – probably for the first time since he first left. He finds 

that the city he grew up loving is not quite as he remembers it. 

The poet uses lots of punctuation in ‘Return to Cardiff’, especially during the 

first stanza. "’Hometown'; well, most admit an affection for a city;" Abse uses a 

semicolon in the first line to connect sentences, creating one continuous 

thought. He also uses a colon to introduce his childhood memories of Cardiff. 

Connecting sentences in this way makes them more long and complex, 

meaning that they must read slower. This makes the speaker's thoughts 

appear more meaningful.  

The phrase "most admit an affection for a city" is one that the reader can 

relate to as most people feel a connection to the place that they grew up in. 

The poet has not yet named the city that the poem is about (aside from the 

title) so the first stanza is personal to the reader. It includes many memories 
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from the speaker's childhood that most people can relate to their own 

memories.  

The Cardiff that the speaker is returning to feels like an entirely different place 

to the one he left. "The journey to Cardiff seemed less a return than a raid on 

mislaid identities". The word "seemed" implies the realisation that the 

speaker's return to Cardiff would not be as he expected hit him later on. The 

work "raid" suggests intrusion. The speaker is walking in on someone else's 

Cardiff, not the one from the lost memories of his childhood. 

Everything in the new Cardiff seems smaller and less significant to how the 

speaker remembered it. "The mile-wide Taff now a stream". The river Taff 

hadn't actually decreased in size during the speaker's absence, but it now 

seems much smaller to him than when he was a child. This is partly because 

the Taff was much larger in perspective to the speaker when he was younger, 

but also because everything appears to be much more magical through the 

eyes of a child. Now that the speaker is older, he sees the reality of Cardiff, 

and continues to compare it to the glorified version in his memories. 

The poet uses the phrase "joker's toy façade" to describe the speaker's 

feelings when looking back on his childhood memories. The word "toy" 

suggests youth and childishness. A "façade" is a cover or mask – which can 

imply hidden untruthfulness. The speaker's memories of his hometown are 

wearing a childish mask. They are untruthful and are not the real Cardiff. The 

speaker could be describing himself as a "joker", with his memories playing 

tricks on him. 

The speaker loves his memories of Cardiff more than the actual place. "Still I 

love the place for what I wanted it to be as much as for what it unashamedly 

is." His return to his hometown was disappointing, but the speaker has come 

to accept that Cardiff was not as he thought. The word "unashamedly" shows 

that the city is not apologetic about the way that it is. The speaker cannot 

make Cardiff seem the way he once saw it, but he still feels a fondness 

towards it, as he knows it is the same place as where he grew up.  
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The phrase "alien and bleak" further proves that there is no hope for Cardiff to 

return to the vision in the speaker's head. "Alien" makes the city appear 

unknown and somewhere that the speaker no longer belongs in. The word 

"bleak" is very hopeless. The speaker has entered a city that he recognises, 

but does not truly know. It is a "city of strangers". 

During the final stanza, the speaker is moving on and leaving his childhood in 

the past "the other Cardiff had gone, smoke in the memory". His previous 

vision of Cardiff is now clouded and far away; he is finally ready to let go of his 

childhood. This is also shown by the last two lines: "Where the boy I was not 

and the man I am not met, hesitated, left double footsteps, then walked on".  

At this moment the speaker feels like neither a child nor adult. He is looking 

on as he rejoins the past, not ready to give it up. But he finally comes to 

accept the fact that both he and the city have changed; this is explained by 

the final words of the poem- "Walked on".  

Dannie Abse wrote 'Return to Cardiff' to describe his feelings when visiting his 

hometown. There he realises that the city he loved is not as it always 

appeared to him- a magical exciting city. Everything seems smaller, and 

Cardiff on a whole is "alien and bleak". It is a poem that many readers can 

relate to, as most people have a place that they feel attached to. I like "Return 

to Cardiff", because the speaker's feelings are very clear throughout the 

poem. I think that it is a very good poem about letting go of things that one 

loves and makes me wonder if I will always view my hometown in the way I do 

now.  

Both poems 'In Hospital: Poona' and 'Return to Cardiff' are centred around 

people and places. 'In Hospital: Poona' is about the speaker's longing for 

Wales, while 'Return to Cardiff' describes the feeling of disappointment on 

finding a beloved place not as it once seemed to be.  

Both of these poems include memories and feelings of nostalgia, such as "I 

saw the green tide leap on Cardigan", in 'In Hospital: Poona' and "My first 

cigarette in the back lane" in 'Return to Cardiff'. Both speakers are looking at 
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these memories with a rose-tinted vision. Their memories become more 

glorified the longer they are separated from the place that they love. The 

speaker in 'In Hospital: Poona' is still thinking in this way, as he is currently 

separated from his home in Wales. However, the speaker in 'Return to Cardiff' 

has gone back to the place that he has reminisced about since he first left. 

During this poem he realises that his memories of Cardiff became increasingly 

glorified the longer he was away from it causing his expectations for the city to 

be ridiculously high by the time he finally returns. Dannie Abse uses the word 

"betrayed" in the fifth stanza of the poem to describe how the speaker feels 

when he realises that Cardiff never really was what it had become to him 

while he was away from it. His rose-tinted memories had betrayed him, or 

played tricks on him as suggested by the phrase "Joker's toy façade". 

The Welsh word 'hiraeth' describes the feelings of the speaker in 'In Hospital: 

Poona'. There is no exact English translation of it, but it roughly translates to 

an ache or longing for the place that one has grown up in – usually Wales. 

The speaker displays feelings of hiraeth in 'In Hospital: Poona'. Alun Lewis 

uses memories of Wales to display the speaker's longing for it. Once again, 

these memories have become glorified, and almost sacred to the speaker. 

The "'small, nameless mining valley" probably wouldn't have been very 

significant to the speaker while he was in Wales, but when he is thousands of 

miles away, memories such as this are all he has to hold on to. 

The speaker in 'Return to Cardiff' probably also experienced hiraeth while 

away from his hometown. This would have further increased his rose-tinted 

vision. He now feels alienated in a city that no longer seems like his own, as it 

is not how it appeared in his memories. This is similar to how the speaker 

feels in 'In Hospital: Poona', although this speaker is not returning to a city 

that he no longer recognises as his own. The speaker in 'In Hospital: Poona' 

feels alienated in a country that is completely new to him. Both speakers are 

in very different situations to each other, but they share similar feelings of 

loneliness. 'In Hospital: Poona' contains loneliness from longing, while 'Return 

to Cardiff' contains loneliness from disappointment. 
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I think that both poems are successful in what they are trying to achieve. They 

are both describing the feelings of people who are alienated in somewhere 

that they do not feel they belong. I think that they are equally successful at 

describing these feelings and I cannot choose a favourite. I really like the 

personification that has been used in 'In Hospital: Poona', which further shows 

the speaker's emotional pain in his current situation and helps the reader to 

empathise with him. 

It is also easy to empathise with the speaker in 'Return to Cardiff', especially 

during the first verse. Except for the title, the poet does not actually use the 

word 'Cardiff' until the second stanza. This shows that the childhood 

memories mentioned in the first stanza could have taken place anywhere, and 

could have happened to anyone. Many adults can look back on similar 

memories from their own childhood and may even feel a similar way about 

their hometown if they returned after many years.  

I really like both of these poems, as they make me think about how I would 

feel in the speakers' situations. How I would feel if I lost all that I had or 

returned to my hometown after a long time of being away from it.  
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