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D E N I S E  L E V E R T O V  ( 1 9 2 3 - 1 9 9 7 )  

“ F L I C K E R I N G  M I N D ”  

 

Denise Levertov was born in England to a Welsh mother and a Russian Hasidic father. Her 

father, who had emigrated to the UK from Leipzig, converted to Christianity and became an 

Anglican priest. She moved to the United States in 1948, and in 1955 became an American 

citizen. By the time she died in 1997, Levertov had published nearly fifty volumes of poetry, 

prose, and translations. Levertov taught at Brandeis, MIT, Tufts, Stanford, and the University 

of Washington. It was at Stanford, where she taught for 11 years (1982–1993) in the Stegner 

Fellowship program, and where her papers are now housed, that Levertov converted to 

Christianity at the age of sixty. After moving to Seattle in 1989, she joined the Catholic Church.1 

For Levertov's poetry, see Paul A. Lacey and Anne Dewey (editors), with an Introduction by 

Eavan Boland, The Collected Poems of Denise Levertov (New York: New Directions, 2013), 

1063pp. 

 

Lord, not You,	

it is I who am absent.2	

At first	

belief was a joy I kept in secret,	

stealing alone	

into sacred places:	

a quick glance, and away—and back,	

circling.	

I have long since uttered your name	

                                                        
1 From https://www.journeywithjesus.net/PoemsAndPrayers/Denise_Levertov_Flickering_Mind.shtml.  

2 The Oxford English Dictionary at the adjective and noun “absent” - Etymology: < Anglo-Norman and 

Middle French absent (French absent ) not present in a place or at an occasion (1296 in Old French), (of a thing or 

quality) lacking (late 14th cent.) and its etymon classical Latin absent-, absēns not present in person, not present in 

mind or spirit, physically elsewhere, non-existent, use as adjective of present participle of abesse to be away 

< ab- ab- prefix + esse to be (see be v.).  
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but now	

I elude3 your presence.	

I stop	

to think about you, and my mind	

at once	

like a minnow darts away,	

darts	

into the shadows, into gleams that fret4	

unceasing over	

the river's purling5 and passing.	

Not for one second	

will my self hold still, but wanders	

anywhere,	

everywhere it can turn. Not You,	

it is I who am absent.	

You are the stream, the fish, the light,	

the pulsing shadow,	

You the unchanging presence, in whom all	

moves and changes.	

How can I focus my flickering, perceive	

at the fountain's heart	

the sapphire I know is there? 

 

                                                        
3 The Oxford English Dictionary at the verb “to elude”, derived from the Latin verb ludo -ere (3rd) meaning 

“to play” – “To befool” or “to baffle or disappoint” or “to escape by dexterity or stratagem” (a blow, an attack, a 

danger, or a difficulty). 

4 The Oxford English Dictionary at the verb (the fourth of five different verbs spelled the same way) “to 

fret” – “To rub or chafe” or “to produce friction”. 

5 The Oxford English Dictionary at the verb (the third of five different verbs spelled the same way) “to 

purl” – “Of a body of water, especially a small stream: to flow with a swirling motion and a murmuring sound; to 

gurgle.” 


