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Matthew Williams  •  English Literature  •  March 29, 2026

It is the Constant Image of Your Face

It is the constant image of your face

Analysis: The poem opens with the word "constant" — the lover's face is not an occasional memory 
but a permanent, haunting presence. This immediately establishes the depth of the persona's guilt and 
attachment. The repetition of this image throughout his mind mirrors the way guilt replays itself ceaselessly.

framed in my hands as you knelt before my chair

Analysis: The physical image of the lover kneeling before him, face held in his hands, is one of submission 
and vulnerability. The imagery is tender but charged — she is positioned below him, yet it is she who holds 
power over his conscience.

the grave attention of your eyes

Analysis: The diction "grave" carries a double weight: serious and solemn, as in a burial. Her eyes do not 
simply look at him — they regard him with a deeply serious, searching attention that he cannot escape. This 
gaze becomes the source of his accusation.

surveying me amid my world of knives

Analysis: The metaphor "world of knives" suggests the persona inhabits a world of brutality, danger, and 
internal conflict — possibly a reference to the political struggle of his country under apartheid South Africa, 
the context in which Brutus wrote. To be "surveyed" in such a world is to be seen clearly, exposed, with 
nowhere to hide.

that stays with me, perennially accuses

and convicts me of heart's-treachery;

Analysis: The lover's gaze does not just linger — it actively "accuses" and "convicts." The personification of her 
eyes as a judge transforms the poem into a courtroom, with the persona on trial for his emotional betrayal. 
"Perennially" reinforces the permanence of this guilt — it does not fade with time. "Heart's-treachery" is 
an oxymoron: the heart, a symbol of love and tenderness, is paired with treachery, a word of betrayal and 
violence — suggesting that love itself has become a site of conflict.

and neither you nor I can plead excuses

for you, you know, can claim no loyalty –

Analysis: The persona absolves neither himself nor his lover. She "can claim no loyalty" from him — not 
because he does not care for her, but because his hierarchy of love places country above all else. The 
directness of "you know" suggests a conversation long understood between them, an unspoken agreement 
about the terms of their relationship.

my land takes precedence of all my loves.
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Analysis: This line is the moral axis of the entire poem. His country is not simply a love — it is the love that 
ranks above all others. The word "precedence" is legal and formal, reinforcing the courtroom extended 
metaphor running through the first stanza. His love for his country is not romantic but constitutional.

Yet I beg mitigation, pleading guilty

Analysis: The legal diction continues — "mitigation," "pleading guilty" — but now the persona shifts from 
accused to petitioner. He does not deny what he has done; he asks only for mercy. The volta introduced by 
"Yet" signals a softening, a movement from judgement to confession.

for you, my dear, accomplice of my heart

Analysis: The metaphor "accomplice of my heart" is carefully chosen. An accomplice shares guilt — so the 
persona is not solely responsible for this betrayal. His heart and his lover have conspired together against his 
country. The tenderness of "my dear" sits in deliberate tension with the criminal implication of "accomplice."

made, without words, such blackmail with your beauty

Analysis: The metaphor "blackmail with your beauty" is striking. Blackmail involves coercion — holding 
something over someone to control their actions. Her beauty is not a simple attraction but a force that 
overrides his will, that compels him to betray his greater love without a single word being spoken. The 
phrase "without words" emphasises how effortless and complete this power is.

and proffered me such dear protectiveness

Analysis: "Proffered" means offered freely. She has given him shelter and care — a "protectiveness" that 
stands in contrast to his "world of knives." Her love is a refuge, and it is precisely this tenderness that makes 
resisting her impossible.

that I confess without remorse or shame,

my still-fresh treason to my country

Analysis: The diction "still-fresh treason" is revealing — the betrayal has not had time to heal or fade. It is 
recent, raw. Yet he confesses it "without remorse or shame," which is not coldness but honesty: he cannot 
bring himself to truly regret what her love has given him. "Treason" continues the political register, equating 
emotional betrayal with a crime against the state.

and I hope that she, my other, dearest love

will pardon freely, not attaching blame

Analysis: The personification of his country as a woman — "she" — completes the love triangle at the heart 
of the poem. His country becomes a lover capable of pardoning or condemning him. He hopes she will 
"pardon freely," with the generosity and grace of someone who understands love's complications. The word 
"freely" implies he is not bargaining — he can only hope.

being your mistress (or your match) in tenderness.

Analysis: The final line is the poem's most ambiguous. "Mistress" suggests his country holds authority over 
his lover — she is the superior love. But "(or your match)" immediately unsettles this: perhaps the two loves 
are equal after all, rivals rather than ranked. The poem ends not in resolution but in genuine uncertainty, 
mirroring the persona's inability to fully choose between the two. Tenderness — the last word — belongs to 
both women equally.
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About the poem

Author: Dennis Brutus (1924–2009)

Context: South African poet and activist; wrote much of his poetry during and after 
imprisonment under the apartheid regime. The "world of knives" and the theme of loyalty to 
one's land reflect the very real political stakes of his life

Core idea: A persona torn between romantic love and patriotic duty confesses that his lover's 
beauty and tenderness have led him to commit emotional "treason" against his country — and 
hopes that both loves can coexist in forgiveness.

•  Main themes

•  Romantic love vs. love of country
•  Guilt and confession
•  Divided loyalty
•  Patriotism
•  Desire and beauty
•  Forgiveness

•  Mood: Reflective, solemn, and guilt-ridden

•  Tone: Remorseful yet honest; wistful rather than despairing

•  Extended metaphor: The entire poem is structured as a legal proceeding — accusation, 
conviction, pleading guilty, mitigation, and a hope for pardon

  Remember
•  The poem moves from accusation ’ confession ’ plea for forgiveness
•  The courtroom metaphor runs through the whole poem: "accuses," "convicts," "plead 
excuses," "mitigation," "pleading guilty," "treason," "pardon" — track these words as a system
•  His country is personified as a woman — this creates a genuine love triangle, not just a 
metaphor
•  "Heart's-treachery" is the poem's central oxymoron — love and betrayal fused into one 
phrase
•  The final line does not resolve the conflict — "(or your match)" leaves both loves equal, and 
the poem ends in honest uncertainty
•  Dennis Brutus's real-life context (anti-apartheid activist, imprisoned on Robben Island) 
gives "my world of knives" and "treason to my country" genuine political weight at CAPE level


