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About the Author

Preface
These poems are all about literary works and authors – poets, novelists, and dramatists – but range widely across periods, genres, and modes of treatment. Some reflect my background as a retired academic who started out teaching English Literature, then moved via Critical Theory to Philosophy, and has now – over the past decade-or-so – focused mainly on writing poetry, albeit very often poetry where those interests show up clearly enough. The philosophical themes are less prominent here than in some of my previous collections but do make an occasional appearance in connection with such literary-critical topics as metaphor, allegory, parable, satire, prosody, and the function of rhyme. From Plato down – though with the notable exception of his student Aristotle – the history of literature’s relation to philosophy has been one of continuous veering back and forth between mutual curiosity and mutual suspicion. Reflective verse of this kind might be one way of damping down that chronic oscillation and turning it to more creative-critical uses.
 ‘Theory’ – that ill-defined though still much chewed-upon bone of contention in literary studies – is likewise present here in various contexts but never foregrounded to the extent of distracting from the theme in hand. Having myself very actively engaged on its side during the glory-days from, roughly, the mid-1970s to the early-1990s I would say – for what it’s worth – that theory did much to clear away some of the dogmas, entrenched attitudes, and decidedly unreflective practices that typified Eng Lit Crit before then. Its mark on these poems may be visible to readers who concern themselves with such matters, not least where the poems touch on those more general topics mentioned above. It would indeed be hard for anyone familiar with the relevant issues to write poetry that didn’t, in some way, tacitly acknowledge what critic-theorists like Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man, and Geoffrey Hartman have taught us about poetry and poetics. Still there’s nothing in that acknowledgment that could, or should, be taken to discourage the writing of poems that connect with the interests of a broader, that is, non-academic readership. Poetry has always depended for its survival – at any rate beyond some highly restricted coterie – on the appeal to a community of diverse tastes and interests whose members, should they meet and talk, would wonder if they were talking about the same poems. If there’s one thing that unifies this collection it is the simple fact of its bearing witness to a life that’s been lived very largely in the company of poems, novels, and interpretative texts whose influence goes deep enough not to need specification.
They are formal, even formalist poems where rhyme and meter are constantly deployed along with a variety of verse- or stanza-forms, adopted in each case as theme, tone, or rhetorical structure required. I have several reasons for this, among them the conviction that poetry renounces far too much in the way of expressive resources when the poet either opts for ‘free verse’ – itself a downright oxymoron – or strives to achieve verse-like effects by other, most often less pointed or successful means. In the case of rhyme those resources have to do not so much with ’pure’ musicality – whatever that might be – as with the combined effect of tonal and semantic implications that might well claim, where thematically apt, to constitute one major respect in which poetry (or verse) stands apart from prose. In the case of meter, that difference has to do with the interplay or cross-accentual counterpoint set up between metrical norms – and deviations therefrom – and ‘natural’ speech-rhythms, the latter giving way in varying degree to the exigences of meter. Add to this the effects of enjambement, caesura and other such distinctive verse attributes and one has, I think, a good case for counting rhyme and meter by no means merely the relics of an old and outworn poetic tradition. 
The poems vary widely in voice or viewpoint, some (as for instance the Milton, Hardy, Pound and Kafka pieces) imagined as ‘spoken’ by the titular subject while others (about Swift, Wallace Stevens, Elizabeth Bishop, and Marianne Moore) see those figures addressed, discussed, sometimes challenged, and occasionally parodied. Then again, some of them are light-hearted or irreverent (see for instance ‘A Culture-Clash’ or the affectionate skits on Robert Frost and Emily Dickinson) while others (Arnaud, Hardy, Valéry, Pound) involve weighty or deep-reaching, life-affecting matters. ‘Porlock Revisited’ appropriates the Devonian accents of a farmer and near-neighbour of Coleridge, here role-cast as the ‘person from Porlock’ who woke the poet from his opium-induced reverie and thereby earned himself a place in literary history for having – as the legend goes – cut short the poet’s inspiration for his visionary poem ‘Kubla Khan’. Only one piece – about Dame Helen Gardner – is devoted to a literary critic though ‘In Praise of Parables’ bears copious witness to the benign, far-reaching and inestimable influence of Frank Kermode. 
Readers acquainted with the criticism and poetry of William Empson will pick up echoes at many points, not only as regards prosody and verse-practice but also in the interpretative slant of my approach to some of the authors apostrophised here. ‘Keen and penetrating, like an East Wind’ Empson once said of T. S. Eliot’s influence on him, and the comment applies quite as much – if not more – to his on me. 
Swansea									June 2025


Acknowledgments

I should like to thank the following people for all sorts of help and support with this project: David Blakesley, Carol Cooke, Gary Day, Freda Edis, Torgeir Fjeld, Gabriel Flynn, Edward Greenwood, Rahim and Wendy Hassan, Rebekah Humphreys, Thomas Karshan, Rebecca Lowe, Lucy Newlyn, Marjorie Perloff, Christopher Ricks, Richard Robinson, and Jonathan Taylor. My wife Valerie read many of them – some aloud to great effect at various events on and off-line – and was, as ever, a tremendous source of support and encouragement. Peter Thabit Jones with his Swansea-based Seventh Quarry Press has done a huge amount for me and others through his magazine, book publications, and tireless efforts to promote poetry at home and further afield. 

Tagging: a late remonstrance (Milton and Dryden)


John Dreyden, esq., Poet Laureate, who very much admires him, and went to him to have leave to put his Paradise Lost into a drama in rhyme. Mr. Milton received him civilly, and told him he would give him leave to tag his verses.

John Aubrey, ‘John Milton’, in his Brief Lives


It is not that he was grudging towards Milton, but he needed room for himself; and it is to the point that when in a subsequent edition of Paradise Lost (1688) Dryden followed Marvell’s example by providing commendatory verses, his fervid lines on Milton appeared without attribution.

				Christopher Ricks, Allusion to the Poets

1

‘Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme.’
Sixteen lines in, plain statement of intent!
You’d think that trip of his a waste of time.

John Dryden, Poet Laureate, civil gent.
A rhymer he, blank verse not to his taste.
Sixteen lines in, plain statement of intent!

Still, better his kind words not go to waste.
(Smooth talkers all, those king-in-parliament men.)
A rhymer he, blank verse not to his taste.

A rhymed verse-drama’s what he plans to pen,
A five-act Paradise Lost, up there on stage!
Smooth talkers all, those king-in-parliament men.

They’re creatures of a later, lesser age,
Those Whiggish types who ditched the Good Old Cause.
A five-act Paradise Lost, up there on stage.

It’s rhyming couplets get the most applause;
They won’t impress the gentry with blank verse,
Those Whiggish types who ditched the Good Old Cause.

Republicans, his folk, which makes it worse,
Betraying cause and verse-form, both sublime!
They won’t impress the gentry with blank verse,
‘Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme’.


2

I heard the fellow out, granted his plea.
I’ve read his work, admire the verse-craft, wit,
Even – at times – the sprightly prosody.

And yet, why spurn that forthright incipit?
Why so disdain ‘things unattempted yet’?
I’ve read his work, admire the verse-craft, wit,

But not their ways, he and his courtly set.
Revert to rhyme, let style dictate your creed!
Why so disdain ‘things unattempted yet’?

See how they set God’s truth aside at need.
No transient word or cause but bends their ear.
Revert to rhyme, let style dictate your creed!

Can’t change your spots, you turncoat cavalier.
Spurn Monmouth, Shaftesbury, yet serve your King!
No transient word or cause but bends your ear,

No well-turned rhyme but has rewards to bring,
No verse but pays when satire hits the mark.
Spurn Monmouth, Shaftesbury, yet serve your King!

I grope like captive Samson in the dark,
Yet, like him, know the signs of infamy.
No verse but pays when satire hits the mark;
I heard the fellow out, granted his plea.


3

For some, no Good Old Cause they won’t betray,
Let conscience go when favours might be shown!
Not so with me; no meeting them half-way.

I’ll bow to God’s, not their King’s paltry throne.
It’s they who trim their sails to fashion’s breeze,
Let conscience go when favours might be shown.

Smooth rhymes may bring rough consciences some ease,
Rough rhymes help queasy satirists feel good;
It’s they who trim their sails to fashion’s breeze.

I spoke him fair because I understood:
For these new men, no Devil’s creed to fight.
Rough rhymes help queasy satirists feel good.

‘Abdiel lone against the powers of night’:
Which of them could, in truth, write such a line?
For these new men, no Devil’s creed to fight.

Some grievously misread that work of mine,
Make Satan hero, God his monstrous foe.
Which of them could, in truth, write such a line?

Yet they, like God’s elect, have creeds to show
For which no martyrdom’s too much to pay.
Make Satan hero, God his monstrous foe!
For some, no Good Old Cause they won’t betray.


4

They’ll say: ‘your cause is neither good nor old;
You stood for everything we’ve left behind,
Yet – worse – let go beliefs you claim to hold!

Blank verse to rhyme: no trivial change of mind!
God’s truth you brought; blank verse alone would do.
You stood for everything we’ve left behind.

Rhyme was a sweet device, too sweet for you;
Fine for those ’prentice works, those sins of youth.
God’s word you brought; blank verse alone would do.

But now you rhyme right fluently, forsooth!
D’you think to beat the Laureate at his game?
Fine for those early works, those sins of youth.

The last laugh goes to him, if that’s your aim;
John Milton ’gainst John Dryden: what’s the odds?
D’you think to beat the Laureate at his game?

We know how you’ll reply: “the last laugh’s God’s,
For His ear’s scarcely tickled by rhyme’s charm”.
John Milton ’gainst John Dryden: what’s the odds?’.

All this they’ll say, and think thereby to harm
My faith, my verse, the God-sent truths I’ve vouched,
For His ear’s scarcely tickled by rhyme’s charm.

Yet His word spreads in ways, however couched,
Which multiply that choice a thousandfold.
My faith, my verse, the God-sent truths I’ve vouched:
They’ll say ‘your cause is neither good nor old’.


5

Blind Milton, or blind Samson – still they taunt,
The Philistines, still mock me in my chains,
Whether it’s rhyme or female flesh they flaunt!

I give them this requital for their pains:
A pillar-crushing power of strength and will.
The Philistines still mock me in my chains,

Declare me charm-enfeebled at the mill:
You’ll learn, you rhymesters, when your couplets feel
My pillar-crushing power of strength and will!

Too easily you lampoon righteous zeal.
It finds you out, even now, with rhyme in aid.
You’ll learn, you rhymesters, when your couplets feel

The torments they, his sly tormentors, paid:
Truth speaks in verse despite our wilfulness.
It finds you out, even now, with rhyme in aid.

God’s truth finds some few philistines to bless:
Rhymesters and miscreants this much may prove;  
Truth speaks in verse despite their wilfulness.

No surety that it’s God’s tidings move
Those who declare themselves His confidantes.
Rhymesters and miscreants serve this much to prove.  
Blind Milton, or blind Samson – still they taunt!


6

Dalilah-like, your laureate Dryden’s speech!
No honeyed tones to woo, cajole, seduce,
But accents that conspire in virtue’s breach.

Be clear: no peace between us but armed truce.
That’s why I deign to rhyme, court-poet-style:
No honeyed tones to woo, cajole, seduce.

Apprentice stuff for me, yet versatile:
Those rhymes and accents can be turned around.
That’s why I deign to rhyme, court-poet-style.

If laureate-talk has that Dalila-sound
Take note, outdo him, strip the falsehoods bare:
Those rhymes and accents can be turned around.

I’ll send him this, say ‘read it if you dare,
Then read my epic, or its opening lines,
Take note, outdo him, strip the falsehoods bare,

Hear how, unrhymed, my verse bears all the signs
Of truth, good faith, plain speech, and purpose sure:
Just read my epic, or its opening lines.

This new age holds them cheap, but they endure,
Those virtues unrhymed verse can still best teach
Of truth, good faith, plain speech, and purpose sure.
Dalilah-like, your laureate Dryden’s speech!


Rejoinder to Robert Frost

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same, . . . 

				Robert Frost, ‘The Road Not Taken’

Writing memorable lines that articulate a view with which ‘the casual person’ is already familiar’, Frost found his fun in subtly devising a formula that wouldn’t quite formulate, or that would disformulate the formula, for those readers less casual than most persons.
			Jonathan Culler, Theory of the Lyric, p. 339

Two roads before me, one the route
I’d mostly taken, year on year,
The other such as might just suit
A man up for the tough commute
Or Westward-trekking pioneer.

Truth is, I took the one I knew,
That old, familiar, pleasant way,
With scenes so often travelled through
That everything was déja vu
But nothing led my steps astray.

I told myself I’d come again
And take the path as yet untried,
Join in the trekker’s stock refrain
(So much in the American grain!),
And get the frontiersmen onside.

But then I thought: what more routine
To folk bred up on thoughts like that
Than looking to the might-have-been
As cue for some big shift of scene
That makes elsewhere the where-it’s-at?

Those old contrarians, Frost & Co.,
Don’t seem to twig how that’s the rut
They’re stuck in every time they go
Where custom fears a ‘told you so!’
And caution signals ‘B-route shut’.

All well and good for off-road types
To say, like him, ‘just point your feet
Wherever your pied piper pipes’,
But please don’t think you’ll earn your stripes
For every far-out track you beat.

No theme more hackneyed, more shop-worn,
Than that seductive tale retold
Each time the founding myth’s re-born
So jaded urbanites can scorn
Whatever keeps their fears on hold.


An Observation (Marianne Moore)


I, too, dislike it: there are things that are important beyond all this fiddle.

Marianne Moore, ‘Poetry’


Who says that fictions only and false hair
Become a verse? Is there in truth no beauty?
Is all good structure in a winding stair?
May no lines pass, except they do their duty
Not to a true, but painted chair?

		George Herbert, ‘Jordan 1’


‘Things more important’, yes – yet all the same
Here’s one more poem-looking piece that goes
To tell your readers ‘I’m not one of those
Obsessive players of that stay-home game,
Those scribbler-types in search of love, or fame,
Or refuge from the inner voice that knows
How void its echoing sphere where once the prose
Of everyday events laid out its claim
To set that sphere abuzz’. For it’s a shame,
Your poem says, if at a lifetime’s close
The poet should think ‘that scribbler’s life I chose
Was lived at two removes, within a frame
Where no refashioned scene or setting came
Twice-blest with the all the freshness that art owes – 
Not mine, alas, not mine! – to that which grows
With roots untouched by tricks to trim or tame’.

And yet, if you’ll forgive my asking: what
Are we to make of it when you declare
So forcefully that there’s a life beyond
All this word-fiddle and, soon as we’ve got
Well shot of it, a grown-up world elsewhere
That shows the fiddler all too easily conned.
That granted, how shall then we foolish-fond
Admirers of your subtle word-craft fare
When, on your own submission, we should not,
As grown-ups, so approvingly respond
To poems which, like Plato’s painted chair,
Draw such a self-directed backhand shot?


Beloveds (Hardy)


This poem is a first-person monologue imagined as spoken by the aging Thomas Hardy about some of the most significant women in his life. They include his first and belatedly cherished wife Emma, his second wife Florence, his cousin Tryphena Sparks (‘Phena’), his childhood nurse Julia Martin, the teenage Gertrude Bugler who played the doomed heroine in a local production of Tess of the d’Urbervilles, and Eliza Nicholls who turned up after his death with the youthful Hardy’s engagement-ring and rather flummoxed the Hardy biographers. It also involves the eminent Victorian men-of-letters Edmund Gosse and A.C. Benson who visited Hardy at his home Max Gate during the novelist’s later, poetry-devoted years. 

My verse-essay touches on some aspects of his psycho-sexual make-up that have drawn the attention of various biographers and critics, among them notably Robert Gittings. It uses a verse-form and rhyme-scheme that Hardy deployed more than once and that is typical of his way with uncommon – even nonce – poetic structures that none the less most often come across as conversational, down-to-earth, or ballad-related. If the poem has a predominant ‘theme’ it is the occasional confusion in Hardy’s mind between those flesh-and-blood women in his life and fictive women – like Bathsheba Everdene and, principally, Tess Durbeyfield – with whom they shared certain features, physical and psychological. For reasons that emerge toward the close my poem takes its title from The Well-Beloved, a late Hardy novel long regarded as somewhat eccentric – ‘unrealistic’ – but latterly acclaimed by deconstructionist critics on just those grounds.


Many they were, the women who
Traversed my life or crossed my page,
So many that I scarcely knew,
As memory showed first signs of age,
        Which of them had indeed
        Lives of their own to lead
And which lived only on my fictive stage.

Tryphena, cousin, she of hair
So brown it glowed, whose eyes sent sparks
(What’s in a name?) beneath a pair
Of matchless brows – she’d all the marks,
        I tell myself, of owing
        No trait to my bestowing,
But all to life and laughter, locks and larks!

Yet then upon the vagrant eye
Of memory there comes a scene
Where she takes over, on the sly,
My own Bathsheba Everdene,
        And finds me sadly vexed
        To know what’s life, what’s text,
And whose the bones I’ve not picked clean.

She saw it in me, Emma, she
Whom I thought, foolishly, to fool
Yet who once, briefly, feared in me
A Crippen-type, a very ghoul,
        One ever poised to relish
        Those scenes I’d soon embellish
With details fit to have the monster drool.

I know it, know the never-quelled
Desire to feel them both, the joys
Of Eros, Tess as I beheld
Her first in my mind’s eye, her poise
        So artless, pure, unspoiled,
        And then that vision foiled
By each new deadly twist my plot deploys.

They creep up on her till Stonehenge
Seems almost the predestined spot
In which the gods’, or my, revenge
Must now be felt to drive the plot
        Whose mock-Aeschylan reckoning
        Has all along been beckoning
You all to help secure the hangman’s knot.

How then deny the thing goes deep,
That thing that has me so desire
Her victim body, laid asleep
On those cold slabs, and then require
        That the Immortals sport
        With her no more, cut short
The life whose glory drew their jealous fire.

Still it returns, that early scene with Tess,
White curtain-bonneted milk-maid,
The patient beast, and her pink dress,
As if by their decree displayed
        Most aptly when contrasted
        With the cursed life that lasted
Until her guiltless penalty was paid.

The dread biographers will seek
It out, that keen, that vibrant nerve
That women’s deaths could tweak
Like nothing else, and even serve – 
        As witness my poor Tess – 
        By their doomed loveliness
To make so dark a tale my late chef d-oeuvre.

And then Sue Brideshead, she who spoke
So bravely of the miseries borne
By brides new-wed when they awoke
And asked themselves, the morrow morn,
        What ‘given away’ could mean
        If not their having been
Forced buyers of some male pig-in-a-poke.

For so they are, most often; yet I sense,
In what I wrote, a sharp disgust,
A visceral recoil whose violence
Exceeds the passion for more just
        Or equitable laws
        Of marriage since its cause
Goes deep into mixed seams of grief and lust.

I have her use the word ‘respect’
Of Phillotson, her husband, loathed
By her yet with a loathing checked,
So long as bodies stayed unclothed,
        By thinking ‘worthy man,
        This schoolmaster who can
Pass muster well enough as my betrothed’.

The mere name, ‘Phillotson’, seems lewd,
Obscene, insinuating, each 
Time I recall it, and how Jude
Must then have suffered it, their breach
        Now a fixed gulf that yawns
        The wider since it spawns
Desires that naught but thwarted joys can teach.

Then there’s that novelistic twist
That had me fall so strangely back
In love with one, that ‘woman much missed’,
When she was gone and I, for lack
        Of her so long scarce-noted
        Company, at last devoted
Myself to poems, each a mourner’s plaque.

Emma, whom first I loved, then lost
To no-one but myself, received
Far less from me, when our paths crossed
Around the house, than I, bereaved
        Of all but her pale shade,
        Now speak lest she should fade
And I then haunt her haunts for whom I grieved.

Yet whence this maudlin yearning, this
Pathetic need that she be gone
Beyond recall and I should miss
Her dearly, like the lovelorn swan
        Of legend, before I’d
        At long last cast aside  
The shoal of days my feelings foundered on.

My secretary Florence, ‘Flo’,
Soon followed Emma to my bed
With ‘scarcely decent haste’, although,
Aged eighty, and with Emma dead
        Some years, the gossips felt
        That maybe I’d been dealt
A rotten hand and earned the right to wed.

And yet, again, how comprehend
The situation as it stood
With us three while she lived and penned
That diary, wrote those things that would,
        When chanced on, call in doubt
        All my beliefs about
Her whose remove no poetry could mend.

For still I do it – conjure that,
At best, Narcissus-like rapport
Whose echoes sound death’s caveat,
‘She comes no more, no more, no more!’,
        As if I’d thought for one
        Brief moment to have done
What fools enough had thought to do before.

And how explain, how justify
My ‘falling for’ (please give that phrase
Its tone of pitying fondness!) my
Old eye’s last apple, she who plays
        My Tess so well I’ve brushed
        Aside a tear and hushed,
Lest people guess, her rapt creator’s cry.

A touching tale, you’ll maybe feel,
But then ask ‘Gertrude Bugler?’, and,
Should my biographer reveal
‘Late teens’, perhaps not understand
        Or stretch broad views so far
        That suchlike things won’t jar
And warn me ‘find some other helping hand’.

‘Tess’s embodiment’, I wrote,
And heard that wondrous sound again
As Gertrude’s silks began to float,
Brush gently, and revive it – bane
        Or blessing! – that peculiar
        Deep thrill when my nurse Julia
Drew her soft sleeve across my counterpane.

I heard it too – the thought appals
Me now – when, as a boy, I’d scale
Some mound close by the outer walls
That looked into our county gaol
        And watch them hang, the poor,
        The Tess-like folk whose score
With destiny now dropped them off the scale.

For one there was, a woman, clad
In such fine clothing for her last
Public appearance that it had
The same effect and fixed it fast,
        That sound, that ‘frou-frou’ noise,
        Whose susurrus enjoys,
Alas!, such salience from times long past.

And one day they, the scholar-sleuths
Who track ‘Tom Hardy, womanizer’,
Will end their list of dug-up truths
With one last name, that of Eliza …. 
        Nicholls, I think …. who’ll bring,
        As proof,  the engagement-ring,
And see what short-lived fame it buys her.

No stout denials, story-spinning,
Or vain attempts to play the part
Of one more sinned-against than sinning
Who’d often used the novelist’s art
        To show how women bore
        Those sufferings you ignore,
You moralists of the bleeding heart!

Rather, I’ve tried to work it through,
Give shape to it in fictive guise,
See what a curious plot can do
(The Well-Beloved – that’s no surprise!)
        To help me get a grip
        On how my authorship,
Right through from A Pair of Blue Eyes,

Had always been somehow in thrall
To repetition, plots that hinge
On déjà vu, or scenes that call
For readings stationed at the fringe
        Of realism’s clair-
        Obscur creating where
All things take on that other-worldly tinge.

Just think: should one man take to wife,
Or wish to, ‘the same woman’ three
Times over, fashion ‘from the life’
The mother, daughter, and – as he,
        The sculptor-Platonist,
        Believes – have them exist
In some idealist eternity

Of art, how then might that transpire
For one whose love of women took
Forms – yes – more sensual, more afire
With lusts that ‘public taste’ won’t brook,
        But who, so women say,
        Knew well those things that stay,
For other men, leaves in a tight-closed book.

That’s what they missed, those visitors
And old-time friends, Benson and Gosse,
Though now like gossips (or inquisitors)
Who thought ‘he’s stuck there, gathering moss’
        And travelled to Max Gate
        To check on it, my state
Of body, mind, or marriage and my loss

(Or so they thought) of all that went
To give my novels what it lacked,
That life of mine, one chiefly spent
(Their view again) in a vain pact
        With fate to let me write
        Those books and lift the blight,
The body-blow it regularly packed.

But it’s their own imaginings here,
Their wish to find me Emma-hexed,
Life-weary, listless, and – they fear – 
Too old and modern-times perplexed
        For any hope of some
        Great fictive work to come,
Or sign of writer’s muscles newly flexed.

Still, that’s the critic’s stock-in-trade,
To take the artist’s visions, turn
Them back on him, and see they’re made
To play out badly in his life so stern-
        Faced moralists can advise
        We emulate God’s spies
And not, pace St. Paul, both wed and burn. 

Not meant for them, this piece, like those
‘Late poems’ of mine whose tone
They’ll scarcely grasp because it goes
To depths of grief by them unknown,
        My friends not false but true
        To some modern taboo
On loss and pain so raw and rarely shown.
        
How could they know, well-swaddled as
They are, those men, by umpteen layers
Of public pride, what power it has
To cast me down when evil-sayers
        Talk spitefully, condemn
        My ‘treatment’ of poor Em,
Like the worst kiss-and-tell purveyors.

For love takes many forms, perdures
Though muted, troubled, tempest-tossed,
And may elude a gaze like yours,
My quondam friends who glibly glossed
        Our – my and Emma’s – spells
        Of silence as farewells
To love, not interludes while love matures.

And yet, and yet . . . . Might it not be
That I’ve long fooled myself, that ours
Was no such thing, no mystery
Unfit for their declining powers
        Of grasp, but just what struck
        Those canny friends: mixed luck
In wedlock, then what routine soon devours.

She jested: ‘Not for naught called “Hardy”,
Us old survivors’, but the jest
Rang true to me, a trifle tardy,
When first I started on the quest
        For all that I’d long sought
        In her yet never thought
Was there each time I woke or lay to rest.

Now they process in single file,
Those women, through my waking dreams,
The fictive and the few who smile
Or not as recollection teems
        With living episodes
        Or nagging conscience goads
And pricks my self-deceiving fictive schemes.

Merely I say: no praise or blame
Is truly warranted, not praise
For made-up narratives that came
To me by unthought, unsought ways,
        Nor blame since what you’d count
        Vices or sins amount,
In truth, to some close-kindred soul-malaise

That scarce has room for such ideas,
The stuff of quarterly reviewers,
But finds, once their assurance clears,
A Wessex roamed by those wrongdoers
        Who plead no guilty case
        Save that which finds its place
In the fate-fixed decree of their pursuers.


Bygones 


Dreams surely are difficult, confusing, and not everything in them is brought to pass for mankind. For fleeting dreams have two gates: one is fashioned of horn and one of ivory. Those which pass through the one of sawn ivory are deceptive, bringing tidings which come to nought, but those which issue from the one of polished horn bring true results when a mortal sees them.

						Homer, Odyssey, XIX, l. 560


Sad bygones won’t be told ‘be gone’,
Won’t quietly slink away,
Or yield to gentling hindsight on
Some bright-dawned future day.

No, it’s past joys that stay untold,
Forgotten as they fly,
While woes exert a lingering hold,
A never-slackening tie.

Revise some detail here and there
We may, for pity’s sake,
But not the accents of despair
That mark each change we make.

What curse is it that so afflicts
Our telling of things past,
Conserves each woe yet interdicts
The joys we hoped would last?

No deep truth here, no truth to tell
Beyond what stands out plain:
We scarcely know when things go well,
Scarce note what they contain.

So woes rate high on memory’s scale
While joys have shorter date
Till their once deep-entangled tale
Sees those strands separate.

Almost I think our own tale one
Of sheer, unending woe,
Of kindly acts no sooner done
Than wantonly let go.

Only some traces yet survive,
Though feeble, faint, and few,
Of good things done and said that I’ve
Retained of me and you.

And of those few I’ll fashion now
A happier tale that knows
Itself a myth and tells you how
To quiet them down, the woes.

I’ll feign new plotlines, see they link
To more uplifting ends,
And shape the whole so none should think
Us two sworn foes, not friends.

For, love, there’s something helps redeem
Mnemosyne’s false ways,
And that’s how losers-out may scheme
To trump the hand she plays.

So lastly, carefully, I’ll add
Some made-up episodes
And run the tragic scenes we had
In more comedic modes.

No doubt you’ll have your own last twist
On all we said and did,
A re-write as revisionist
As mine – your rival bid!

Still it’s some comfort that we’ll not
Cross paths as we rewind
Our branching views of how the plot
Should now be brought to mind.

For branch-lines curve, they twist and loop,
And should perchance we meet
On some far stretch, how then regroup
To cover our retreat?

And how be sure we’ll not o’errun
The criss-cross map we’d drawn
And know our quest has scarce begun
To find the gate of horn?

No, it’s a false, an idle dream
That bids us seek the key
To how things went in its pale gleam,
The gate of ivory.

Horn, ivory; true, false; we trust
They’ll show up clear, distinct,
Though oft they’ll merge, as all things must,
Since Homer dreamt or winked.

What hope for us whose memories ply
Such tangled paths as she
Long conjured to her inward eye,
His true Penelope?

For odysseys far distant, blown
Off-course, and danger-fraught
Still mark out sea-paths of their own
That lead them home to port.

But her long, dream-filled sojourn left
Her just as well deceived
As them, her wooers, by the weft
Whose fiction they believed.

How then should we, frail questers-back
For memory’s firm shore,
Steer straight to the horn gate and track
From coast to chamber-door?

Porlock Revisited: a corrective note (Coleridge)

The author continued for about three hours in a profound sleep, at least of the external senses, during which time he has the most vivid confidence, that he could not have composed less than from two to three hundred lines . . . . At this moment he was unfortunately called out by a person on business from Porlock, and detained by him above an hour, and on his return to his room, found to his no small surprise and mortification, that though he still retained some vague and dim recollection of the general purpose of the vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered lines and images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface of a stream into which a stone has been cast, but, alas! without the after restoration of the latter.

	Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Preface to Kubla Khan: Or a Vision in a Dream, 1816

‘Person from Porlock’: that’s how I’ll go down
In history, or the kind of history they
Prefer, those literati whose renown

Comes mainly from the self-promoting way
They put such myths around, the added boost
Their poems get, the cultural cachet

Of being jolted from some drug-induced
Euphoric state by my untimely knock,
Or cheated of the dreams as yet unloosed

From opium’s phantasmagoric stock
By such a crass intrusion of affairs
Outside that magic realm. No sign of shock,

Ill-grace, or petulance, no poet’s airs
Or vatic affectation, just the look
Of one called unexpectedly downstairs,

Perhaps obliged to set aside a book
Just lately much pored over and now found
To hold the tales and images it took

To get his latest poem off the ground,
His ‘Kubla Khan’, whose fragmentary state
Was down to me or, so the word went round,

My fateful knock. Those poets like to prate – 
Witness his ‘Ancient Mariner’ – on things
Like chance and its relationship to fate,

How some mere happenstance can be what brings
Some unintended outcome, how the course
Of love or history may be what springs

From mere contingency or has its source
In God’s inscrutable decrees. That’s how
So many were persuaded to endorse

So Romantik a tale, one apt to wow
The devotees of everything that goes
Against our code, we dullards who’ll allow

Those poet-types full licence to expose
Their odd proclivities but draw a line
When the divorce from common wisdom grows

Too wide for us good neighbours to say ‘fine,
Just tell it as you like’. For then we’d get
Them giving their cabal the come-on sign,

Devising ways for genius to upset
The spirit of community and place
Their day-dreams, nightmare narratives, and pet

Neuroses high above the civic space
Where neighbours, friends, or business-folk can call
Without appointment and not have to face

A mounting chorus of abuse from all
The moony loons who think it really mattered,
My summons breaking like a sudden squall

On his enchanted realm. What if it shattered
The opium-fuddled poet’s strongest claim
To visionary powers, while critics chattered

Of how the timeless masterpiece became
A poem like that Greek Apollo head-
And-torso that’s our only means to frame

Our notion of the whole, the sculpture said,
By dazed imaginers, to far transcend
Whatever light their best research can shed

On its auratic power? They hymn the blend
Of lambent physicality with what
Our heaven-storming poet must intend

With his exotic mise-en-scène, his shot
At conjuring a mindscape so remote
From everyday reality, a plot

So stuffed with travellers’ tales and anecdote
(Plus ‘oriental’ touches to entrance
The credulous) that readers tend to float

Off, fancy-borne, into a world where chance
Can leave no mark lest found to have profaned
Art’s temple with the dregs of circumstance, 

Like uncouth visitants. Now they’re disdained
Through symbol, metaphor, and all the means
Those poets use to quash the knowledge gained

From simple observation of the scenes
In every life where some fine purpose yields
To obloquy or fortune intervenes

With its reminder that Elysian fields
Are strictly for the dead while, on our side
Of Styx, it’s still contingency that wields

A dream-dissolving veto. One thing I’d
Just like to add, since I’m already cast
As philistine-in-chief: they’d best decide,

Those rhymesters, whether they should still hold fast
To some idea of poems as ‘organic’,
That is, as living forms that may outlast

Seasonal change (the metaphor’s botanic,
Needless to say). For then they’ll be accused
Of having recourse to some echt-Germanic

Idea of poetry as speech infused
With Volkisch overtones, and thereby caught,
Unwittingly or not, in tropes abused

By Blut and Boden types. If I cut short
The psychic process that might well have thrown
Up a star-turn in that line, then the thought

Brings no great consternation, let me own,
Since it’s a worthy deed despite the role
Now thrust on me as one who’d idly blown

Away the poet’s chance to go the whole
Romantic hog, to vindicate the creed
Those symbol-mongers cleave to as their sole,

Self-authorising claim: to have us read
Their poems as advancing far beyond
All previous attempts to supersede

The bounds of mortal sense. That magic wand
Of symbolism! – how its spell subdues
The voice of sanity, the proper bond

Of word and sense, and all those needful clues
As to what’s going on when poets strive
For an O altitudo!, or refuse

Such prosy ways as might let us arrive
At sense enough to make their purport clear
To good-willed readers and thereby deprive

Both bard and exegete (is it by mere
Coincidence they’re often the same guy?)
Of that great chance to boost a stalled career

By helping baffled readers as they try
To figure such stuff out. Oh yes, the tribe 
Of Coleridgeans will say that I

Have only this, the philistine’s old jibe,
With which to taunt the precious souls whose gift
Of insight, vision, or what they ascribe

To genius is the symbol’s power to lift
Man’s spirit far above all verse that stays
Securely earthbound. Then (they say) the shifts

Of language, mode, or genre that must faze
Readers like me are shifts of just the kind
Ruled out by rules of taste that have us laze

Our way through old-style poems where the mind
Goes routinely along and where the verse
Admits no visions but the sort entwined

With homely thoughts deemed proper to rehearse
Since prone to none of those unlooked-for jolts
That mark them out for blessing or for curse,

Our Kubla-couriers. Their soul revolts
Against such circumscription, such desire
To have the customary nuts-and-bolts

Of verse-production block the way to higher,
More transcendental notions of what speaks
Through poetry, what poets should aspire

To as their proper calling since it seeks
At last to break the soul-subduing hold
Of humdrum themes and practised verse-techniques

That force free spirits back into the mould
Of every dead routine. And yet I feel – 
Believe me! – no desire to join the fold

Of rum-ti-tum verse-fanciers, or deal
In such well-mannered platitudes as grace
Our old-school poetry and set their seal

On pious sentiments that interlace
So smoothly with the ceaseless onward flow
Of end-stopped rhyming couplets. What’s to brace

That stuff, I ask, as one equipped to know
Since having spent a good part of my last
Three decades’ working life on to-and-fro

Repairs to dry-stone walls, the sort you’ve passed
When traipsing over Exmoor, and perhaps
Not wondered how the coping-stones held fast,

Through what hard toil of hand and brain the gaps
Were closed, the farmsteads and the hillsides kept
Secure from Channel storms, and the collapse

Of all our lives held off by those adept – 
You’ll take my drift – at picking out what’s still
Of use in what remains, what’s not been swept

Long since to wrack and ruin. There’s a skill
In our long labours, carried on not just
For present needs or to hold up until

The farm’s sold on but as a deed of trust
To later generations, those who’ll do
Their bit in turn to make them more robust,

The walls that have already seen us through
So many storms. It’s the time-gifted mix
Of patience and inventiveness that you

Less flighty, wiser poets use to fix
Your who-knows-whence derived imaginings
In ways far sturdier than porous bricks-

And-mortar since your seasoned verse-craft brings
To words, those airy nothings, what each storm
Brings us wall-specialists – the art that springs

Of somehow each time hitting on the form,
The rhyme-scheme or array of coping-stones,
Which then holds up as dreams and hazards swarm

Till some abrupt conjunction of unknowns
Requires fresh thinking. You’ll say ‘What’s the point
Of this long ramble?’, so I’ll make no bones

About it: walls, like poems, are the joint
Achievements of a culture where some few
Choice spirits may find followers to anoint

Them as the hierophants of a wholly new
Creative dispensation, yet will soon
Run into problems such as made him rue

My dream-dispelling knock, inopportune
(I’ll grant) and quite enough to have me called
‘The seer’s nemesis’ – I’ve grown immune

To stuff like that. My point’s that when he scrawled
Those no doubt visionary lines – the rapt
Since opium-aided fantasy he hauled

From some deep psychic source as yet untapped
Through any but his own unrivalled store
Of memories, tales, and images – he snapped

Some other vital links that poets draw
On with most need when inspiration’s struck
And carried them so far until – deplore

It as you may – they find they’re out of luck:
Fate’s summoner arrives! Then nothing serves
To jog the memory, fill the blanks, or pluck

Fresh inspiration but collective nerves
Attuned, Aeolian harp-like, to the faint
Yet growing harmony that thus preserves

Their first intent and lets them re-acquaint
The private with the public through (forgive
My harping on it!) that supposed constraint

Of form on content. Its collaborative
Or co-creative powers are all that save
Bards and wall-builders from the need to live

In some self-insulated autoclave
Where bold imagination claims its right
To subjugate the custom-bonded slave

Of fancy whose non-heaven-touching flight
Requires the self-acknowledged sacrifice
Of self-sufficient selfhood. That’s the plight

They opt for, those who choose to pay the price
Of solipsism, just the price he paid,
My neighbour Coleridge, by ‘weaving thrice

Around himself’ – if maybe with the aid
Of fellow-weavers likewise opium-dazed,
Plus the sweet sounds his Abyssinian maid

Plucked from her dulcimer – a fire-wall raised
Against his inner fears. Not to deflect
The storms that battered where our livestock grazed,

Or save our battered houses, or protect
Our families and friends, but – as revealed
By this whole business – so a poet-sect

Might shrink to the last tortured soul who’d shield
His privacy, even as the tempest raged,
By all the means that troubled spirits wield

Against themselves. No psychomachia waged
In my too solid soul on his behalf,
I’m glad to say, although – as you’ll have gauged

From these unsettled thoughts – I can’t just laugh
The memory off, keep treating it as one
More handy pub-talk anecdote to chaff

A poet dropper-in or tale to run
When someone says those bards have colonised
Our Porlock patch. But then it strikes me: ‘un-

Fulfilled’, ‘unfinished’, ‘incomplete’, ‘revised
For years, that text, but something unachieved,
A wondrous fragment . . . ’. What I realised – 

And, let’s admit, what finally relieved
My slight though oddly nagging sense of guilt – 
Was thinking how he’d after all retrieved

Enough of the projected work to tilt
Its readership toward the attitude
We wall-repairers take: that all we’ve built

Is fragments, stones and earth, stuff wattle-glued
By tamping down, a crumbling asset shored
Against our ruin, endlessly renewed,

Rebuilt, patched up, and pretty much restored
As best befits the never more than part-
Effective, part-foredoomed attempt to ward

Destruction off. Besides, they tell me, art
Of that sort – poems, paintings, ancient piles,
And smashed-up sculptures fit only to cart

Away – is currently what fills the aisles
Of galleries, attracts the highest praise
From those who know, and suits the latest styles

Of architecture. Plus (I’m told) it plays
As well as any with the German school
Of poet-critics anxious to erase

All vestiges of that old work-to-rule
Idea, ‘organic form’, and let the work
Spring leaks enough to have us lot retool

For wall-repairs. Maybe it’s by some quirk
Of taste he’s hit the jackpot with that torso-
Piece of his, ascended from young Turk

To sage and seer, and lately all the more so
Now that the poem comes fully equipped
With just the kind of tale that lets it score so

Handily with readers Gothic-gripped
And keen on ruins, fragments and the like,
So apt to have this fine example tipped

As way out in the lead. Should help to spike
Their guns, those arty locals who lament
His wakening from that dream for what must strike

Them as mere ‘business’, nothing heaven-sent
Or visionary but just the sort of stuff
That any ‘person’, clod or city gent,

With job to do and social ties enough
To warrant the odd door-knock might well think
No cause for shame. Let’s do without the guff

Put round by his disciples, yet not shrink
From saying what’s so plainly true: that this
Strange piece of his seems magically to link

With realms of fantasy we’ll surely miss,
Us hands-on crew, if business or the need
To keep our walls in shape requires we kiss

Goodbye to everything that might just lead
Beyond our daily round. I count him neighbour
And friend, though he should flash his eyes and feed

On honey-dew, because he shares the labour
Of those who put together words or walls
From what’s available to homo faber

And must make do with whatsoever falls
To them, as good artificers, to fashion
Into some shape that momently recalls

How once the prose united with the passion.


A Dash of Dickinson


(For relevant background – and more about the dashes – see www.poetryfoundation.org.)


Often I wonder --- as I pen
My tiny scraps --- of verse,
How Mabel may construe them when
They’re so dash-strewn --- so terse?

It’s forced on me --- I’ve little say ---
No foolscap pad to write in,
And there’s the ribbons --- anyway --- 
To bundle them up tight in.

Yet when my thoughts stray --- as they will --- 
To matters more --- abstruse,
Then no amount of stitching skill
May hitch them --- leaves so loose ---

It’s cut a dash --- or cut a dash;
Put back the ifs --- and buts --- 
Or leave poor Mabel to rehash
The sense --- restore the cuts ---

But no --- I’ll keep them in --- perhaps
In times to come, if Mabel
Respects my wish, they’ll gloss the gaps,
My readers --- those more able.

Dashed off, they’ll say --- just think, each leaf’s
An instant saved --- or snatched --- 
To note the worries, joys --- and griefs --- 
With works and days cross-hatched.

Who knows --- my verse might dash the mould
Of custom, flout the rules
Laid down lest any stroke so bold 
Should shake our poet-schools.

But then, there’s --- Austin, --- Mabel, ---Tom,
And many friends besides,
Who think those dashes lack --- aplomb --- 
And seek to be my guides.

Myself --- I stand by every scribble
Once jotted down in haste,
And --- call me hoarder, call me fribble --- 
Won’t have them go to waste!

No Amherst maiden aunt so prim,
So often heard --- in church --- 
Pausing --- at odd points --- in each hymn
As on my pew I perch.

Sometimes I think ‘O, cruel fate
That I --- this wingéd soul! --- 
Must shrink my words to celebrate
Their world-renewing role!’

But then --- at once --- an inner voice
Says ‘Dear heart, don’t repine! --- 
There’s trees in plenty will rejoice
At each --- truncated line.


Shades: a haunting

When Dame Helen Gardner, famous for her academic ferocity, lay dying, she too was visited (as Richard III was in Shakespeare's play) by the figures of those whose theses she had failed, whose careers she had marred; they stood round her bed.

A.D. Nuttall, quoted by Reynolds Price, Ardent Spirits: leaving home
 									and coming back

1
Avaunt, you shades: you have no business here!
Your failures, errors, faults are all your own.
Avaunt, you shades: you have no business here!

Merton Professor, now a dying crone,
I tell you: haunt no more my deathbed scene.
Your failures, errors, faults are all your own.

‘The terror of the Faculty she’s been’,
I hear you whisper, but it’s waste of breath.
I tell you: haunt no more my deathbed scene.

You faced exams or vivas; I face death.
Guilt finds me out, but that’s not down to you.
I hear you whisper, but it’s wasted breath.

For scholar-faults you paid the scholar’s due.
Failed paper, thesis, book: what fault of mine?
Guilt finds me out, but that’s not down to you.

Here I am, dying, I who held the line,
Dashed hopes, spoiled lives, trashed many a career,
Failed paper, thesis, book: what fault of mine?
Avaunt, you shades: you have no business here!

2
Some think the line I held a last retreat
For rancour, bigotry, or scholar’s bile.
Some think the line I held a last retreat.

They err, of course: I have the proofs on file.
Why vex me with your pleas for sloppy thought?
No rancour, bigotry, or scholar’s bile.

A virtuous campaign, the one I fought.
You miscreants crowd my bedside, but in vain:
Why vex me with your pleas for sloppy thought?

At times mere pity conquers me again:
Your stifled sobs, stray tears, that cry suppressed . . . . 
You miscreants crowd my bedside, but in vain!

Unerring scholarship, the only test,
Though sometimes errant memories obtrude;
Your stifled sobs, stray tears, that cry supressed . . . .

Maybe, amongst the whispering multitude,
A few went on to sorrow, grief, defeat.
Sometimes these errant memories obtrude;
Some think the line I held a last retreat.


3

The poet Eliot praised my scholarship.
I parsed his verse much as I’d edit Donne;
The poet Eliot praised my scholarship.

No scoops, no gossip, no new love-tales spun,
Just reading close and detailed as it gets;
I parsed his verse much as I’d edit Donne.

He liked my treatment of his Four Quartets,
Percipient, faith-guided, sensitive,
Plus reading close and detailed as it gets.

‘Ash Wednesday’ haunts me still: ‘Shall these bones live?’.
Small comfort now, his favouring my gloss:
Percipient, faith-guided, sensitive.

I followed them, his stations of the cross.
What solace as I face it, their j’accuse?
Small comfort now, his favouring my gloss.

The voices say: some rigours one may lose,
Some scholar-virtues virtuously let slip.
What solace as I face it, their j’accuse,
Warmly though Eliot praised my scholarship.


4

Courage: no classic work they’d not betray.
Those textual howlers have a tale to tell.
Courage: no classic work they’d not betray.

‘Choose variants that serve the author well,
Impute fine feelings, seek the best intent’ – 
Those textual howlers have a tale to tell.

It’s Empson’s view of what Donne really meant;
Let Gardner’s smear not show him swine or cad!
Impute fine feelings, seek the best intent.

My shades would think such licence nothing bad.
It’s Grierson’s text, not mine, they read at school;
Let Gardner’s smear not show him swine or cad!’

I say: that shows you heretic or fool.
Good editing alone keeps thinking sound.
It’s Grierson’s text, not mine, they read at school.

I curse them all who’d put such views around,
The sons of Empson, those who see no way
Good editing alone keeps thinking sound.
Courage: no classic work they’d not betray.


5

Still they encircle me, the plaintiff shades.
Can they not see what deep disquiet they bring?
Still they encircle me, the plaintiff shades.

Almost I yield to it, their whispering,
Those voices alien yet familiar:
Can they not see what deep disquiet they bring?

Like Waste-Land thunder, rumbling from afar,
The overtones resound in all I write,
Those voices alien yet familiar.

Perhaps the grievance of a lover’s slight?
A thought (they say) I’m anxious to dismiss,
Though overtones resound in all I write.

‘See how she seems to seethe at us’, they hiss,
Those vandals out to trash canonic works,
Corrupt good texts, and feast their eyes at this,

My deathbed scene. No pleading ‘special circs’,
Not for those Jacks of all the devil’s trades,
Those vandals out to trash canonic works.
Still they encircle me, the plaintiff shades.


Losing: villanelles after Elizabeth Bishop

The art of losing isn’t hard to master;
so many things seem filled with the intent
to be lost that their loss is no disaster.

			Elizabeth Bishop, ‘One Art’


If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger.

					Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights

1

It’s losings lost that spring the deepest traps.
Lay us down well, the simple losses plead.
Keep it loss-haunted, every first-time lapse.

Let some vague recollection mark the gaps,
Else you’ll not block the memory-stampede!
It’s losings lost that spring the deepest traps.

Fill them with offcuts, outtakes, merest scraps,
Whatever serves your abyss-gazing need.
Keep it loss-haunted, every first-time lapse.

As coasts erode fill out your mental maps
With fens and wetlands from strict contours freed.
It’s losings lost that spring the deepest traps.

Those haunted gaps may give you time, perhaps,
To get some vague screen-memories up to speed.
Keep it loss-haunted, every first-time lapse.

That’s just so long as no deep blankness slaps
A foregone veto on each fumbling lead.
It’s losings lost that spring the deepest traps;
Keep it loss-haunted, every first-time lapse.


2

No loss so small it leaves not the least trace,
Yet none so great its own loss beggars thought:
Always it’s loss of some sort sets the pace.

The losses take their course in either case
Though some first-stage remission may be bought:
No loss so small it leaves not the least trace.

It’s what falls to oblivion’s embrace
Twice over that recedes beyond report:
Always it’s loss of some sort sets the pace.

Faith says: some early stumblers in the race
May yet gain strength, run on, and not stop short:
No loss so small it leaves not the least trace.

Experience says: let second loss efface
That first-stage loss and your faith counts for naught:
Always it’s loss of some sort sets the pace.

If this too slips your mind then it’s by grace
Of keeping those two contraries stretched taut:
No loss so small it leaves not the least trace;
Always it’s loss of some sort sets the pace.


3

What if the art of losing’s your best line?
As Bishop says, there’s plenty there to lose!
Only the wildest losers need repine.

Forgetting, letting go – they may work fine
For footloose types at home in others’ shoes:
What if the art of losing’s your best line?

Their losses may negate the yours-and-mine,
Spurn zero-sum games, shun the question ‘Whose?’.
Only the wildest losers need repine.

Yet Bishop wrote down ‘Write it!’ – left a sign
That one loss cost her more than we’d assume.
What if the art of losing’s your best line?

Too saintly, too ascetic – moral spine
Acquired through every hermit’s favourite ruse:
Only the wildest losers need repine.

Make art your big loss-leader in that shrine
To all things lost and sing the adman’s blues:
What if the art of losing’s your best line?
Only the wildest losers need repine.


4

Strange how such losses prepossess the muse,
Take her the quickest way to some cloud nine:
Let melancholy pay its proper dues.

One mention and she’ll take you on a cruise
Round every far isle where the Sun don’t shine:
Strange how such losses prepossess the muse!

‘False cheer’s the sole reward should you refuse’,
Say saints and poets weaned on such rough brine:
‘Let melancholy pay its proper dues,

Else you’ll regret whatever made you choose
That loss-free path, head home as you’d incline.’
Strange how such losses prepossess the muse.

Good sense says saints and martyrs should recuse
Themselves from that high licence to opine
‘Let melancholy pay its proper dues’.

For it’s that same compulsion turned the screws
On all that Blake perceived of the divine.
Strange how such losses prepossess the muse;
‘Let melancholy pay its proper dues’.


5

Loss is our home from home, like it or not.
Forgetting’s how we losers best adjust.
Repeat the tale but now you’ve lost the plot.

Test-cards and blanks mark every scheduled slot
Though we stay glued to it because we must.
Loss is our home from home, like it or not.

Time was the pixels joined up, dot by dot,
Formed shapes, scenes, images, tales we could trust:
The tale gets told but now we’ve lost the plot.

Just coping means we’re running on the spot,
Contriving somehow not to look nonplussed:
Loss is our home from home, like it or not.

It also means we get to learn a lot,
Us loss-adjusters, think we’ve got it sussed – 
The tale gets told but now we’ve lost the plot.

Bishop’s ‘lose faster’ – that’s one trick we’ve got
Left up our sleeves: quit stalling, go for bust.
Loss is our home from home, like it or not;
The tale gets told but now we’ve lost the plot.
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Miss Bishop says ‘be bold, lose stuff galore!’,
Like names and places, houses, faces, keys.
Still memory serves to track the lost-stuff score.

Sure, she adds cities, rivers, realms and more,
Not just old knick-knacks you’d let go with ease.
Miss Bishop says ‘be bold, lose stuff galore!’.

Then there’s the unnamed ‘you’ whose loss she bore
With the same stoic fortitude: ‘hard cheese!’.
Still memory serves to track the lost-stuff score.

That’s why she ‘won’t have lied’ – one truth to shore
Against disaster’s life-subtractive squeeze.
Miss Bishop says ‘be bold, lose stuff galore!’.

Yet what if truth’s another loss in store,
One set to void the rule that guarantees
‘Still memory serves to track the lost-stuff score’?

Place truth-of-recollection at the core
Of all you are, but check each day’s reprise.
Miss Bishop says ‘be bold, lose stuff galore’ – 
So long as memory serves to track the score!
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Loss absolute annuls loss-by-degrees.
What’s lost to mind the record must ignore.
No live recall of what God alone sees.

There’s gods that her sad litany won’t appease;
Behold them thronged on Styx’s further shore.
Loss absolute annuls loss-by-degrees.

In vain such obsequies if meant to please
Gods placed, like you, behind the loss-locked door.
No live recall of what God alone sees.

Love too repeats the caution: ‘who are these
Who’d now revisit all they once forswore?’.
Loss absolute annuls loss-by-degrees.

Too late it dawns: that session on your knees
Was ‘the hour badly spent’, now sorrowed for.
No live recall of what God alone sees.

We live like sword-fixated Damocles,
Our heads a hair’s breadth from the bloody floor.
Loss absolute annuls loss-by-degrees;
No live recall of what God alone sees.


Stanzas (Robert Lowell)


The Italian word 'stanza' means 'a room', and a room is a good way to conceive of a stanza. A room is sufficient for its own purposes, but it does not constitute a house. A stanza has the same sense of containment, without being complete or independent.

							James Fenton


Choose wisely, and what finer living-space?
There’s room enough, but never room to spare.
Hear how each word seeks out its rightful place.

No obstacles as things get up to pace
But those verse-shaping metrics ready there:
Choose wisely, and what finer living-space?

How else but by the stanza’s formal grace
Should the quiet lords of limit do their share?
Hear how each word seeks out its rightful place.

Lord Weary’s an exception, yet the case
Of Lowell might counsel caution: please beware!
Choose wisely, and what finer living-space?

Then stanza-forms, like rooms, may help you face
Each break-up, breakdown, bitter-end affair.
Hear how each word seeks out its rightful place.

Except Apollo leave some saving trace
It’s naught but madness, chaos and despair.
Choose wisely, and what finer living-space?
Hear how each word seeks out its rightful place.


A Culture Clash


Come, sir, come,
I'll wrestle with you in my strength of love.
Look, here I have you, thus I let you go,
And give you to the gods.
	. . . . . . . . . 
See where he is, who’s with him, what he does.
I did not send you. If you find him sad,
Say I am dancing; if in mirth, report
That I am sudden sick. Quick, and return.

			Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra

She

To Cleo’s mind a gorgeous pearl
Dissolved in finest wine
Would show him what a classy girl
He’d tangled with – sure sign!

‘Of course he isn’t quite my type,
Bit stuffy, bit sententious,
And always apt to spout some tripe
About his martial ventures.

Then there’s his wife, Octavia,
That saintly slut with claws,
Who’ll find a new kid-saviour
To fight her pious cause.

Still, better I put up with that,
His Roman ways and all,
Than get stuck with some other twat
Who’ll send me up the wall.

The ‘Veni, Vidi, Vici’ stuff
Soon cheesed me off with Caesar,
But he’s at least got sense enough
To stow it, this new geezer.

OK, I overdid the spiel
By styling him ‘colossus’,
But lover-wise he’s the real deal – 
Knocks spots off most old tossers.’


He

‘The wine-trick I deemed very Cleo,
Quite clever in its way,
And carried off with splendid brio,
Though old hat – dépassé!

So likewise when the hissing asp,
Uncurling from its basket,
Made all the giddy gawkers gasp,
Then giggle (quick to mask it!).

Such antic jests may give a wench a
Head start, but my stunner – 
‘Found you cold on dead Caesar’s trencher’ – 
That was the clear front-runner!

Still she’d one more trick up her sleeve:
Just taunt me with her prattle,
Say things to goad me, morn till eve,
So I showed late for battle.’


They

How tell with this pair: who’s the phoney,
Whose tragedy more pukka,
That pram-toy-tosser, Mark AnTony
Or her, the Act V sucker?

Her thought: ‘So infantile, these Romans – 
They’re all just mouth and trousers!
A sucker, me? Fat chance – I’m no man’s
Easy lay, you sousers!

He’s one more heel I left un-spanielled – 
Forget that Roman libel
Cooked up when their lot got Jack-Danielled
And blokeish talk turned tribal.’

His thought:  OK, it’s time I fessed up – 
There’s one guy told me straight,
Old Enobarb: ‘she’s got you messed up
Good and proper, mate!’.

Yet even he was heard to waver,
Despite the grievous charge,
When he turned panegyric raver
About her golden barge.

And then there’s faithful Charmian,
As witty as she’s wise,
Who launched a tongue-tsunami on
Those tongue-tied Roman guys.

All told it’s quite a tangled tale,
One where there’s no last word,
Or none that won’t have students fail – 
‘Alternative preferred!’.

Quick moral: if she starts to dunk
Pearls in your Pinot Noir
Just tell her: find another hunk
To furnish your boudoir!


In the Cage: Ezra Pound at Pisa

1

God knows I’ve every reason to regret
That ‘dumb suburban prejudice’ of mine
That got me caged up here and feelin’ fine
Except for bars, stone floor, the constant threat
Of trial for treason (no date fixed as yet),
And gawpers – medics, lawyers, and a line
Of poet-pilgrims trekking to the shrine
And keen to pay their non-existent ‘debt’
To wild-man fascist Ezra. Day and night
I’m locked in here, close-guarded, watched, exposed
To heat and bitter cold, yet still I write
My master-work, the Cantos – case not closed
Until I put the record straight despite
Those kinks the US shrinks have diagnosed.


2

Two Homers set my course, the Ancient Greek
(Or bunch of them) who left The Odyssey
To send us late-born lubbers on our spree
Of mytheme-hunting, and the one who’d tweak
My boyhood fears and fantasies on week-
Day evenings when he’d speak of them to me,
His thoughts about the bricks of gold that he
Assayed each day yet which held their mystique
For me, as still they do. To Homer Pound
I send this tribute from my Pisan cage:
It’s there, in Philadelphia Mint, I found
New worlds as strange as on each well-thumbed page
Of his, the other Homer’s, trip around
The sea-routes of his dream-assayer’s age.
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It’s his gift, Homer Pound’s, they’ll chiefly need,
The shrinks, the poets, critics, FBI
Investigators, folk who happen by
In hopes of some crazed rant of mine to feed
Their drinking pals, and fools who take my creed
So avidly on board despite all my
Less than whole-hearted efforts to deny
I’d once espoused ideas I’d have them heed
Right now, if truth be told. Such hypocrites,
Those pushy critics, with their prim distaste
For what they deem the ‘vulgar’, ‘fascist’ bits – 
I’m sort-of with them there but O, such haste
To get some horse’s mouth remark that fits
With some new analogue or ‘source’ they’ve traced.
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See how those scholars find not the least hint
Of ‘have your cake and eat it’ in their praise
For portions of the Cantos where it pays
Off rather well to flatter them by dint
Of arcane references at which they squint
To spot the source-text yet avert their gaze
From all the talk of usury that plays
Directly to the anti-Semite glint
In many a fascist eye. Truth is, I hate
That strategy that gets us off the hook,
Us peccant poets, for some latest spate
Of stuff too raw for their good-conduct book
By saying poems don’t have views to state,
Just feelings to express – clean hands, do look!
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No, that’s how the old aesthetes used to think,
The 1890s lot, all mighty keen
To keep those graceful hands and noses clean
Of any thoughts, ideas or real-world link
With – God forbid! – the world of Commerce Inc,
Or usury, or how the lustrous sheen
Of those gold bars had turned to an obscene,
Un-assayed credit-system that must sink
The ship of state. ‘Suburban prejudice’
No doubt, though one that quickly lost the ‘sub’
And made the Urbs Aeterna home to this
Mad hick from Idaho where (here’s the rub)
He did those broadcasts, entered the abyss,
And joined Il Duce’s rogue supporters’ club.
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So, you well-meaning liberals and well-
Appointed literati, please to stuff
Old Ezra’s message in your pipe and puff
On this: don’t try to spring me from the hell
Of my now fetid cage by trying to tell
My captors, guards and judges all that guff,
That old Parnassian twaddle – good enough
For Oscar Wilde, maybe, but a hard sell
To me, Benito’s sidekick. And besides,
I tried my very best to make them stick
In any aesthete’s throat, those bluffer’s guides
To economics, matters politick,
All things Chinese, and Ezra’s Random Rides
On some new hobby-horse – just take your pick!
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Really I ought to thank them, those who take
The ‘poet naught affirmeth’ line, or who,
Like good Sir Philip Sidney, think to do
The errant poet service when they make
That case for his, their own, or pity’s sake
And save him from the retribution due
By having him pipe ditties and eschew
All thought of emulating William Blake,
That soul-admonisher! They’ve got me all
Lined up already for the biggest prizes – 
Bollingen, no less! – if I’ll play ball,
Leave off the rants, as common-sense advises,
And simply heed our rulers’ age-old call
That poets shun such worldly compromises.


8

Tom ‘Possum’ Eliot came to tell me he’s
Been ‘putting in a word’, updating those
Who claim to have some say in how it goes,
My so-called ‘case’, with all the mercy-pleas
From poets – him, of course, the biggest cheese
Among them – critics, tame politicos,
And, I suspect, the shrinks who’ll seek to close
It down by backing up some lawyer’s wheeze,
Like ‘guy’s plumb crazy’. Crazy to complain,
I guess, if that’s the way to save my neck,
But can’t help wondering who’s the more insane
Of us two, me or Possum, though the wreck
Of my life-chances, unlike his, stands plain
To view, not kept discreetly below deck.
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‘A rolled umbrella in limbo’, someone quipped
Of his so buttoned-down, so formal style,
Achieved no doubt through years of psychic trial
As great as mine but, like his brolly, tipped
With finest, hardest steel. What was it gripped
Us Eliot-watchers when I closed my file
Of ‘Waste-Land’ edits and that mag, ‘The Dial’,
Then brought it out, despite a manuscript
Festooned with cuts and re-writes? Answer: sheer
Eliotic chutzpah, nerve, and will to keep
It firmly out of sight, the constant fear
Of wife, life, death, God, and the haunted sleep
Of one who felt exposure drawing near
As truths took shape amidst the image-heap.
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‘Ironic, don’t you think?’, they’ll say, ‘that it  
Was he, that crazy, caged-up, ranting dupe
Of Mussolini who could alley-oop
Verse-rhythms, cut whole chunks, rejig a bit
Of phrasing here and there, and thus admit
‘The Waste Land’ to that ultra-special group
Of modern works that made it through the hoop
And so took on the air of holy writ
For readers in the know. And all the more
Ironic’, they may add, ‘that he, the one
Who did the tidying-up, was he who swore
Allegiance to Benito, left undone
That task on sprawling Cantos by the score,
And gave his foes on both counts a clear run.’
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There’s times I disagree, toss them all back,
Those charges thrown at me, yet also times
When I see all the errors, follies, crimes,
And women cruelly treated that some hack
Digs up, and then the mirror starts to crack,
The charges stick, the je m’accuse rate climbs,
And there’s no line of self-defence that chimes
With Ezra’s mood like taking one more smack
At this, my squalid state. ‘Shop-window full
Of various objects’, so I once let drop
Concerning them, my Cantos, when the pull
Of ‘make it new’ wore off a bit and ‘stop
To wonder just who’s pulling just what wool
Over whose eyes’ might better serve the shop.
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Convenience-store I made it, some would say,
A kind of window-shoppers’ lucky dip
Where only the most practised scholarship
Will find the best things out and show a way
For browsing readers to ensure that they
Know where to look for them so they can skip 
The rest of it. ‘I’ve let my verse-craft slip’
Was what I felt when thoughts of my Cathay
Translations came to mind. How clear they rang,
Those lyrics from way back (Nineteen-Thirteen),
How fresh as if pure products of the Tang,
That loveliest of dynasties, as seen,
I like to think, in how those verses sang
Across the seas and centuries between.
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Still they can serve as touchstones, guarantees – 
Like those gold bars – that something yet holds fast,
Keeps its intrinsic value to the last,
And won’t yield finally to that disease
That’s run amok in paper currencies
But also strikes me now if I contrast
Those products of my prediluvian past
With what’s run riot latterly in these 
Wild works of mine. The rolled-umbrella man,
Smooth-talking TSE, Old Possum, did
Once venture to suggest the rot began
(My phrase, not his!) when I put in my bid
To parlay with the Emperor of Japan
For Truman – Possum didn’t bat a lid!
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In Nineteen-Thirty-Three it was I wrote
That ABC of Economics, meant – 
Absurdly, so I’m told – to put a dent
In the whole global system kept afloat
On interest, high finance, the credit-note,
And every crafty means to circumvent
A bank-rush caused when dollars lent and spent
Like fairy-money from an empty float
Soon showed the cupboard bare. I’d truths to teach,
I still believe, and cupboards still to stock
With wisdom’s gold, but less desire to preach
That bitter wisdom now, O ye who mock
Me in my cage, and none to have it reach
The world from this, my wretched prison-block.
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They say I hobnobbed with Lord Haw-Haw, showed
Myself a traitor to the Allied cause,
And badgered Congress for a lengthy pause
In US war-aims even as the road
To Auschwitz opened, Hitler’s armies strode
At will through much of Europe, and the flaws
Of capitalism had me pluck at straws
More desperate than any warning owed
To wage-slaves. When ‘Doc’ Carlos Williams turned
Against me, joined the chorus – ‘Lord Ga-Ga’,
He called me, that plum-guzzling guy who spurned
All but red wheelbarrows – I felt it jar,
As my views must on him. So, lesson learned:
Talk politics to poets? – step too far!
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I’d say it’s in Hugh Selwyn Mauberley,
That odd verse-diatribe, that you first feel
The strain, the self-conflicted way I deal
With stuff that he, the pin-striped TSE,
Would smooth down, like a soul in purgatory
Whose brolly, though tight rolled, might yet conceal
Such sins as I, his antitype, reveal
Whenever those twin callings clash in me,
The poet and the prophet. It’s the self-
Same Ezra had both lessons to bequeath:
No Provençal renaissance off the shelf
For Europe, that ‘old bitch gone in the teeth’,
Yet still it’s poets’ gold, not paper pelf,
That grants a laurel, not a lily, wreath.
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Hard to escape these tropic twists of thought
Through whose suggestive power the poem stands
To language like the laying-on of hands
By which my Pa, the gold-assayer, taught
Us kids to see words used as those words ought
Most fitly to be used, and understand
What others said as they’d no doubt demand
In everyday speech-contexts, not the sort
That poetry involves. But there’s the catch:
If language has a currency that should
Be kept up, cherished, valued for its match
Of what’s expressed and what’s well understood,
Then how defend the poet who’ll attach
His sense to rare trees in the language-wood?
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‘Just a few thousand battered books’: that’s what
It all comes down to, Europe and its tale
Of hopes betrayed, of faiths foredoomed to fail,
As he, Hugh Selwyn, tells it, though he’s got
The scholarship and quotes enough to slot
In here and there, as in some clearance-sale
Of culture-goods now offered you by mail
At knock-down price since somewhat gone-to-pot
In these depraved new times. So much for him,
My mouthpiece, Mauberley, back then but now,
I often feel, so much for me who skim
Those thousand battered books, once thought high-brow,
And strive – it seems – to further quench or dim
Whatever dwindling light they might allow.


19

For what drives me if not the vandal’s will
To keep on battering, rough those classics up,
Convince verse-lovers they’ve been sold a pup,
And show that, even though there’s poets still
(Like me) with ample reading and some skill
In prosody, they’ve drained the bitter cup
Of cultural decline too deep to sup
With those past masters as we go downhill
To Lethe’s crowded shore. And, maybe worst
Of all, it’s things of mine the critics rate
Most highly, passages that fairly burst
With rage against the spirit-crushing weight
Of that old toothless bitch, where I’ve long nursed
My need for yet more shrines to desecrate.


20

That’s why, in case you wondered, I’ve here shown
My sense of gratitude, or debt unpaid,
To Cavalcanti and his peers who made
The villanelle or sonnet such a zone
Of formal elegance as might atone,
Late on, for my iconoclastic trade
In battered books and ruined verse-forms laid
Up bulwark-like against the missiles thrown
In Kulchur’s last retreat. I’ll not let on
To having written them, or – so they’d squawk,
Those watchdog profs – hung up my boots to don
A scholar-poet’s garb. Well, let them talk:
It’s been a rough old trip, the way it’s gone,
And dammit, who but Ezra’s walked the walk.


Note: my poem is indebted for various details of Pound’s life-events, actions, opinions and relationships to Ezra Pound: a portrait of the man and his work, Vol 3: The Tragic Years, 1939-72 by A. David Moody (Oxford: OUP, 2015).


Maisie Revisited 


She took refuge on the firm ground of fiction, through which indeed there curled the blue river of truth.

As she was condemned to know more and more, how could it logically stop before she should know Most?

What there was no effective record of indeed was the small strange pathos on the child's part of an innocence so saturated with knowledge and so directed to diplomacy.


1

I think ‘imaginary’ is one of those
Odd words that parents often use
To speak of things that we
Believe while they
Now don’t but play
Along since, they agree,
It’s harmless, risk-free, and – fair do’s – 
The sort of other-world we all once chose.

Or: ‘putting themselves in other people’s shoes – 
That’s good!’, the adults often say,
‘Because the role-play shows
They get to see
Beyond the ‘me’
To ‘you’ and ‘they’, which goes,
So experts tell us, a long way
Toward having self pay otherness its dues’.

Or else, the grown-ups put on some display
Of vulgar Freud and find a key
That opens what they choose
To diagnose
As psychic woes
Or signs that some loose screw’s
Come looser so they need to be
On guard lest fictive friend is here to stay.

I’d say it’s all distinctly mothers-knee,
That fantasy of theirs that owes,
In truth, more to the sway
Of outworn views
Than any news
Their notions might convey
Of what they naively suppose
Imagination’s real-world syncope.

If there’s one thing precocious Maisie knows
It’s how that ‘adult’ viewpoint skews
The bounds of fantasy
And holds at bay
Its whole array
Of strategies to free
The young mind from captivity
To story-lines those grown-ups would foreclose.

Think only how plain-speaking sorts accuse
Him, James, of leading us astray
By a technique that throws
Its addressee
(The reader he
Has most in mind) a prose-
Style so constructed as to lay
Down subtle traps that reader can’t refuse.

It’s here the adult-minded must fall prey
To the blank puzzlement that we
Attuned perceivers lose
Once our sense grows
Of what bestows
On us, not them, the ruse
Of having ‘real’/’imaginary’
Not cut the cookie, tease us as they may.
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James leaves it partly to the reader’s share,
That realisation, but it’s more
Her doing, Maisie’s, that
We recognise
The harm that lies
In always coming at
Their adult views by opting for
A real that sends the imaginary elsewhere.

It’s wrong, that way of biassing the score,
Of striving to prioritise
What happens to fit their
Fixed concordat
On how to bat
Them off, those thoughts that square
With no procedure they’d advise
For showing idle fancies the back door.

Run that past Maisie’s gaze and it supplies
At least some hint of why tin-hat
Grown-up types place such store
On taking care
That nothing snare
The border-watchers’ corps
In some interminable spat
With all that’s real as seen through childish eyes.

Still she requires we treat their caveat
As one not wholly fit to bear
The problems that arise
When realists shore
Their adult lore
Against the shrewd surmise
Of one who sees, part unaware,
What those Tiresian knowers have off pat.

It’s when the parent-talk assumes that air
Of knowingness regarding your
Fantasy habitat,
When the old guys
Remark ‘she’s wise
To things, yet childish, that
Young Maisie’ – that the look you saw
Those two exchange has nuances to spare.


3

So confident they are, so keen to make-
Believe that make-believe’s a ‘need
Kids have’, a ‘transient stage’,
Or ‘just a kind
Of trick the mind
May play them at the age
When life’s demands too far exceed
Their grasp and something tells them: take a break!’.

I’d say: read less of that kid-psych stuff; read
More fiction, yours and ours, to find
Some clues that might just shake
The flimsy cage
Whose narrow-gauge
Wire mesh reveals your stake
In this: a screen you crouch behind
When our imaginings get up to speed!

Keep fantasy within the bounds assigned
By adult realists and you’ll wage
A campaign for the creed
That labels ‘fake’
Those views that take
For granted that we’re all agreed
On views that merely help assuage
The wish for some doxastic roller-blind.

Too readily we deem the elders sage,
Assume – for our dim future’s sake – 
That age and clout combined
Should surely plead
A viewpoint freed
From what that we once consigned
To childish dreams in childhood’s wake
When adult hands had turned that hopeful page.

For them all fictionings are patty-cake,
Mere failures on our part to heed
Their warning: disengage
From spells that wind
You in, that bind
Your thoughts in tutelage
To infant reasoning and lead
You, Maisie-like, to turn all things opaque.
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What she best knew she knew by every sense
That their maturity must spurn,
As if to say ‘forego
Your insight, tact,
And inexact
Yet precious gift: to know
Things we’re too busy to re-learn
And too well trained in adulthood’s defence’.

It’s James’s, too, that keenness to discern
What those around him mostly lacked,
A heightened sentience
And, even so,
A nature slow
To sue for penitence
Or seek requital for one foolish act,
Like poor Sir Claude’s, or saying out of turn.  

So with their self-proclaimed ‘regard for fact,
Not fantasy’, said apropos
The way we’ll come to earn
Their confidence
A few years hence
When wisely we adjourn
Harsh verdicts on the adult status quo,
Its structure all awry, foundations cracked.

But it’s their debt to us those adults owe,
Not ours to them, since recompense
For hard-boiled wisdom backed
By self-concern
Is what we yearn
Our giftings might enact
As redress for the violence
Unleashed in speculation’s overthrow.

Life with the Jameses: Alice’s version

In looking back now, I see how it began in my childhood, altho’ I was not conscious of the necessity until ’67 or ’68 when I broke down first, acutely, and had violent turns of hysteria. As I lay prostrate after the storm with my mind luminous and active and susceptible of the clearest, strongest impressions, I saw so distinctly that it was a fight simply between my body and my will, a battle in which the former was to be triumphant to the end. And so, with the rest, . . . . when you find in turn one moral impression after another producing despair in the one, terror in the others, anxiety in the third and so on until life becomes one long flight from remote suggestion and complicated eluding of the multifold traps set for your undoing.
						The Diary of Alice James

1

Dear brother William, this time let me be!
Should you so please, exert that sovereign will – 
It does you proud – but O, it wearies me,
So long it’s been, with me so feeble, ill,
Reclusive, bed-bound, while you say we’re free
To – won’t say ‘make-believe what fits the bill’,
But, simply by believing, live to see
Our wishes granted, or our lives fulfil
Their highest promise. Will’s that faculty
You speak of blithely as I lie here still,
So many decades on, while you and he,
Our fluent sibling Henry, test your drill
In figuring just what deep-laid malady,
Or complex of them, managed not to kill
This poor, long-suffering wretch but hide the key
From both of you. Just watch me slip downhill
As one pursues his wish-fulfilment spree
And one perfects his novelistic skill.


2

I strove for many years, so hard I tried
To take it on, dear William, make my own
That great idea of yours – if only I’d
The strength, I thought, the will-power you’d both shown
To do so much, write all those books, decide
So early on that you’d be widely known,
Have great ideas, restore the family pride
Of us illustrious Jameses, not just moan
And groan in bed all day, like me, but guide
Your fellow-countrymen until they’d grown
To use it for themselves, to take in stride
That same Will to Believe that I was prone,
On bad days, to speak ill of or deride
For what I called its simple-minded tone
Of moral uplift though, in truth, it tried
My nerves past sufferance to have my lone
And drear existence held up to provide
Due caution from the psychic twilight zone.
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No, strike those last few comments out – not fair
To blame them, either one, for doing what
They jointly could to undertake their share
Of ‘looking after Alice’, or their spot
Of ‘spirit-raising’. Then just taking care
Of my more routine needs seemed clearly not
Sufficient and a touch of William’s ‘Bear
Up, Alice, use your will-power, show you’ve got
The inner strength’ gave them a sense of their
High aim and me – they thought – an extra shot
Of will-to-live. And then there’s Henry’s flair
For somehow weaving me and a whole lot
Of my long-studied ills into his rare
Yet striking fictive ventures where the plot
Involves just such a ‘case’ as mine, or where – 
I often feel – he finds a handy slot
For my travails while something of his air
With me comes through when his personae trot
Home-truths out that dear Henry wouldn’t dare
Speak plain – a Master’s copy-book to blot!


4

They ask me ‘Alice, which of them d’you find
The hardest to put up with?’, and I say
‘First off, good citizens, let me remind
You briefly, lest you’ve all been led astray,
That both their names already stand enshrined
In any roster of the great who play – 
Or should, were justice done – the role assigned
To living emblems of the truths that they,
Our founding figures, bid us get behind
As citizens. Then it might come, the day
When William’s and Henry’s gifts combined
Should show our great Republic its best way
In troubled times’. And yet, though disinclined
To take your bait, I take your point: they may,
My brothers, show how closely intertwined
Are vice and virtue when idealists pay
Too little heed to ugly facts that grind
Exceeding small and yet may harm the clay
Of mortal flesh at depths to which they’re blind
Since downcast eyes find low truths to betray.


5

So, to your question: let me now reply,
No doubt in Jamesian fashion, with a few
Oblique remarks that genuinely try
To answer it but not, perhaps, as you
Keen gossip-mongers wish nor yet as I
Think altogether fit. That one word ‘true’,
So simple, commonplace, hard-to-get-by-
Without – that word’s the very bone my two
Dear brothers never quite met eye-to-eye
On though, for sure, they each contrived to do
What, differently, they could to have it fly
At some vast altitude above where you,
My questioners, reside. It’s where the sky
That I, too, share is one that grants a view
Of human needs not over-apt to shy
From speaking them direct, those truths askew
With William’s endless quest to fortify
Himself and others with the honeydew
Of boundless self-belief, or Henry’s high
Yet equally quixotic wish to queue
The qualifying clauses up and ply
His sentence-craft where only seasoned crew,
Or patient readers, wait it out to spy
What far-fetched goods might bring the insight due.


6

You would not – cannot – know how hard it goes
With me, the lifelong invalid whose ‘case’,
Whose ‘pent hysteria’ and whose ‘constant shows
Of nervous strain’ ill fitted me to face
My ‘real-world obligations’. That’s how those
Unworldly siblings chose to see my place
In their exalted world, and how they chose
To profit from it as a knowledge-base
For William’s famed work on the ebbs and flows
Of consciousness and Henry’s more-than-trace
Of special interest in the psychic woes
That led us poor hysterics to embrace
The thought of occult forces. So they’d pose
The ‘woman question’ as a working space
For male ideas of what it might disclose
About those fellow-creatures by whose grace
They’d spun out tales that served to frame who knows
What fantasies of how that alien race
Called ‘woman’ so disturbed the placid prose
Of their plain fare with her wild bouillabaisse.
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To give the screw an extra turn was right
Up his, dear brother Henry’s, special street,
Since nothing else did so much to excite
His speculative interest as the feat
Of setting up that governess’s plight
In such ambiguous fashion as to meet
His challenge. Thus: let readers take delight,
If not offence, at how you shrewdly cheat
Them of the hope that if they’d just sit tight
And read attentively they’d find some neat,
Some doubt-dispelling means to expedite
Their settling on a single, true, complete,
And author-sanctioned reading. For they might
Conclude ‘the ghosts are real, so we should treat
The governess’s claims to second sight
As credible enough’, or else retreat
To some stock notion of ‘hysteric fright’
As all they need by way of a discreet
Male entre-nous whose role here’s to invite
Like-minded types to grab a ringside seat.


8

A jeu d’esprit was how he thought of it,
A trap set just for reader-sleuths intent
On disambiguating Henry’s ‘bit
Of fun’, deciphering what ‘the Master’ meant,
Or teasing out whichever clues would fit
Their favoured view of how things truly went.
There’d be – he hoped – a fifty-fifty split,
Or near enough, between the lot who lent
The ghosts their credence and would thus acquit
Her of some crack-brained psycho-sexual bent
With lethal upshot, and the lot who hit
On other ‘clinching’ clues that put a dent
In that interpretation. Thus they’d they’d pit
The latest ‘science’ against it, represent
Her as deranged, and bring a whole new kit
Of psychiatric theories to accent
Just those odd textual details that would sit
Most squarely with their view and circumvent
Whatever else in Henry’s sacred writ
Might show no sign of sexual discontent.
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So neat, so clever, such a very fine
Example of how narratives can trick
Even the best of readers. They’ll assign
Such meanings as most comfortingly tick
Their boxes and, moreover, best align
With how they’d likely, in her place, be quick
To act, react, describe, explain, and spline
The sequence of events. What’s more, their pick
Of those competing versions lets them shine
As reader-actants swept up in the thick
Of narrative events who’d undermine
All variants whose departures would so stick
In their text-perfect gullets that decline
Such tales they simply must and call it sick,
Or wilfully distorting, that whole line
Of talk the other lot attempt to lick
Into some decent shape. For they divine,
Or claim to, what no Jamesian heretic
Can know since barred from serving at the shrine
Whence he, the Master, mocks the maverick.
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Yet if you wonder why it’s apt to rile
His sister, she – you’d think – who’d most applaud
Dear Henry’s ruse, its sovereign wit and style,
Or count myself amongst those over-awed
By such great mastery, just pause awhile
And think again. For every point he scored
Off readers hoodwinked through their lack of guile
Or trickery enough to pull a fraud
Like that, there’s one chalked up that seems to pile
The insults high for me, routinely floored
By thinking, as I do, ‘must keep a file
On me, those two, dear William well on board
With all the new ideas that draw my bile,
And Henry ever anxious to record
Whatever latest setback or new trial
Of mine might help him take some story forward
With no need – glory be! – to reconcile
Divergent readings. Now we can afford,
With him as guide, to go the extra mile
In both directions yet stay in accord
About our role as readers versatile
Enough to find it nothing untoward
Should ambiguities go off the dial
And no last crux remain to be explored’.
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Perhaps, then, you’ll forgive me if I’m less
Than keen to take his, Henry’s, sage advice
On my ‘condition’, or to acquiesce
In William’s starry-eyed attempt to spice
My own and others’ lives up by his stress
On countering each ill-fated throw of dice
With some belief best fitted to express
Fresh grounds for hope. As if that could suffice
To bring them back, the long-flown years, or bless
Whatever curse exacted such a price
Of hopes negated with a fervent ‘yes!’
Of fake good cheer for those who won’t think twice
Before they gladly opt to find redress
For all life’s ills in ‘wouldn’t be nice?’
Or some such soothing credo. Let’s confess:
At sheer rock-bottom foolish thoughts entice,
And times there were of utter hopelessness
When I’d have swallowed mouthfuls, like puffed rice,
Had not good sense advised I turn to chess
Lest words re-conjure that false paradise.
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‘Ah yes’, you’ll say, ‘but Henry’s apt to turn
A beady eye on characters who fall
For suchlike stuff while wiser voices spurn
The kinds of self-deception that would call 
A star-crossed life a failed attempt to earn,
By change of heart, what’s within reach of all,
Or all who share that talent to discern
What’s best believed. For that’s the wherewithal
Displayed by his reflective types who learn
To ditch whole creeds that once held them in thrall
And seek out truths amidst the ceaseless churn
Of motives and beliefs till – walking tall,
Like Strether – they no longer need adjourn
Their one great life-decision as the pall
Of manners, social pressures, or a stern
Commission lifts at last and thus sets Saul
On his Damascus road. How else concern
Oneself so deeply with those often small
Yet crucial indices that readers yearn
To catch, decrypt, and save for the long haul?’ 


13

O, that I grant you, adepts as you are
At just the sorts of game that Henry played
So cleverly, and pushed the whole thing far
Past where the nineteenth-century brigade
Of novelists had left it. Now the bar
Is perched so high that, frankly, William’s trade
In psychotherapeutic charms must jar
On any analyst who’s made the grade
And written up case-histories on a par
With those so often, nowadays, conveyed
By Henry’s exegetes whose repertoire
He’s managed to pre-empt and then parade
Beneath their dazzled gaze. Let’s say his star
Has somewhat dimmed for one so often laid
Wide open psychically through that bizarre
Long-term fraternal compact which thus made
My changing states a running aide-mémoire
To their kind ministrations. Each decade,
Looked back on, seems a set-piece seminar
Where I rehearse my symptoms with the aid
Of two whom I, unwilling avatar,
Must bless for every confidence betrayed.




Possum Agonistes (T. S. Eliot)

(Note: you’ll need to have read Eliot’s early quatrain poem ‘Whispers of Mortality’ to pick up the satirical allusions to it here. Some of the jokes might be thought rather mean-minded but he gave as good as he’s got in that respect. ‘Ultratheoconservative’ is a skit on ‘polyphiloprogenitive’, to be found in another of the quatrain poems, ‘Mr. Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service’.)

Possum’s not nice: his subtle jibes
Are finely phrased but malice-spiked,
With specially offensive vibes
For ethnic types he most dislikes.

Not over-nice himself, Hugh Kenner – 
The US critic, clever fella – 
Hit off the style, the tone and tenor:
‘Strolls Limbo with a rolled umbrella’.

Quite so: a self-elected heir
Of Lancelot Andrewes, Herbert, Dante,
Yet likes to think of Baudelaire,
Flâneur self-damned, to up the ante.

‘Free-thinkers and cosmopolites’ – 
Now they’re a very different matter,
And apt to give him sleepless nights
With their inane, unChristian chatter.

Ultratheoconservative,
God’s messenger on Earth brings word
Of things divine but fails to give
A mortals’ guide to what we’ve heard.

Verse-music deftly pulls the trick,
Gets readers in receptive mood,
Then lands them in God’s bailiwick
With crucifix on which to brood.

Christ’s mangled corpse he’d brooded on,
Thought Empson, who dropped in next day
At Faber’s and observed him wan,
Face-powdered, suit in disarray.

Was this the face that launched no end
Of dissertations, books, careers,
And notes on every word he’d penned
As poet-critic down the years?

Keep them quite separate, he wrote,
The man who suffers and the mind
Where image, thought, sensation float
As if alchemically combined.

You see why he’d wish thus to make
‘Impersonal’ a major plank
In his poetics for the sake
Of scotching gossip at the bank.

Still one may think the alibi
A ploy to keep the scholar-sleuths
From delving deeper and to buy
More time for those unseemly truths.

Meanwhile there’s Grishkin, maisonette,
Pneumatic bust, rank feline smell,
To see no commentators get
The wrong impression – all is well!

For still they circulate, those shades
Our Harvard scholar likes to term
‘The Abstract Entities’ – class-grades
To show lest Bank or Faber’s squirm.

It’s just that metaphysics cools
The animal spirits and requires
That Grishkin warm the frigid schools
Of thought where his dank soul respires.

He too was much obsessed by death
From early on and loved to write
Those shock conceits that took your breath
Away and kept you up at night.

Lilacs and hyacinths were his thing,
Not daffodils, but no doubt he’d
Be happy should their mention bring
To mind dead husks, not living seed.

What Grishkin thought of Webster we
Are not reliably informed
Though may perhaps conjecture he
Got more than his metaphysics warmed.

As to the shudders he so prized
In Donne and Company, let’s hope
She got the message, sympathized,
And gave his foibles ample scope.

‘The fever of the bone’ does miss
What Donne’s ‘bright hair about the bone’
Brings off, that shuddering emphasis
That stalks the love-death interzone.

But why expect ‘the man who suffers’,
Cut off from what ‘the mind creates’,
To know when poems hit the buffers
And Grishkin’s bosomy charm abates?


In Praise of Parables (Keatsian sonnets)



 . . . so that seeing they may see and not perceive, and hearing they may hear and not understand, lest at any time they should turn, and their sins be forgiven.
					
Mark IV, 11-12


We cannot, of course, be denied an end; it is one of the great charms of books that they have to end. But unless we are extremely naive, as some apocalyptic sects still are, we do not ask that they progress towards that end precisely as we have been given to believe. In fact we should expect only the most trivial work to conform to pre-existent types.
					Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending


Each of them makes the parable a bit like a riddle in a folktale, where to get the answer wrong means perdition; but [Mark] and [Matthew] distinguish them. One says the stories are obscure on purpose to damn the outsiders; the other, even if we state it in the toughest form the language will support, says that they are not necessarily impenetrable, but that the outsiders, being what they are, will misunderstand them anyway.
					Kermode, The Genesis of Secrecy


By parables alone we hit the mark.
Go wide, oblique or slant if truth’s your aim,
Not straight like those who’d get the sense off pat.
Best leave at least some readers in the dark
If light’s to dawn for others; if your game
Of hunt-the-symbol’s not to see the sheep
Outnumber goats by millions: can’t have that!
It’s up the Eden-tree straight readers bark,
Their trust in honest dealers that’s to blame:
Why think you’ll get the point right off the bat?
Let parables ensure you always keep
Some secrets in reserve, don’t rush to spill
The beans in one enigma-busting heap,
But let the truth-curve stretch out as it will.

It’s truth’s long odyssey, that lengthening arc,
Or error’s asymptote, the traveller’s name
For never ending up quite where it’s at,
Not having – wanting – anywhere to park
Your nostos-seeking self without the same
Old sense of compass-points that start to creep,
Directions wide of any habitat
You had in mind, or memories that hark
Back to a point just wide of whence you came
And call it ‘home’, though with the caveat:
‘Go that way and your surest route will sweep
The largest area out, a space they fill,
Those quicker options that may overleap
Your parabolic curve yet fall short still’.

That shortfall tells the plain-truth seeker why
It’s parable, not allegory, they chose
To share the gist with readers fit though few,
Those riddlers, Christ to Kafka, who’d supply
No four-fold exegetic key, or those
With truths to tell who none the less preferred,
Like Kierkegaard, to have their point of view
Not come across directly, eye-to-eye
With all-too-trusting readers, but disclose
Itself by stages, carrying them through
Successive modes of error till each word
Bears its intended sense, each mise-en-scène
Assumes its proper role, and truth deferred
Strikes home in souls elect or born-again.

Still let’s admit it’s Kafka’s tales that try
The patience of a saint, or one who goes
The Kierkegaardian long way round yet who,
When the salvation-chips are down, gets by
On Søren’s word for it. ‘Let God dispose’,
They think, ‘and let the author’s statements gird
My leap of faith, not have me join the queue
Of pseudonyms, those weaker souls who fly
To some face-saving doctrine that bestows
Both states, the Godly and the well-to-do’.
What’s more: ‘If Søren’s notions seem absurd
To common sense or reason, then amen
To that – faith rules!’. Yet Kafka shows they erred,
Those fideists with their plain-truth-telling yen.

A grievous fault, misreading, if it’s thought
To go straight to the heart of things, the one
And only truth, by closing every route
That might proceed by way of errors caught
And held in mind, or insights that have run
The gauntlet of misprision, or – the case
With artful exegetes – the overshoot
Of subtlety that sells intention short
Yet learns thereby how justice may be done
Through parable; how its provisions suit
Our need that text and reading have the grace,
Between them, to conserve what room for doubt
Or second thoughts might yet require we face
Continued calls to wait the meaning out.

Just think how those Romantics fared who bought
So deeply into it, the doctrine spun
By advocates of Symbol who’d recruit
The powers of mind and nature in support
Of their transcendent vision – let’s have none
Of those prosaic allegories! – yet base
Their claim on time-bound details that confute
The notion of a language somehow wrought
To such high ends. Read on, and they’ve begun:
Those tell-tale metonymic slides that mute
That crucial metaphor; the covert trace
Of allegory in symbols that, without
Its aid, would gesture vainly to embrace
The mystic state they strive to bring about.

Still best admit that parables can serve
The obscurantists and the mystagogues,
Those who, as with Mark’s gospel, make a prime
Consideration of the need to swerve
So far from plain intent that one who logs
On as the handbook says, or deviates
Back into sense so insights come on time,
Will thereby end up way behind the curve
And apt to call down a new plague of frogs,
Or show they’re stuck in some old paradigm
Whose literalism clearly indicates
A navigator tight-bound to the mast
Of allegory that, line by line, dictates
Old bearings, routes and sea-maps long surpassed
(Parabolists declare) as sense migrates
And classic readings find themselves out-classed.

Acknowledge, then, the peril every oeuvre
Confronts in parable; how clever-clogs
Or wily exegetes can always mime
Its passage en abyme, keep in reserve
All the interpretative wheels and cogs
That allegory supplied, and see what waits
Beyond the next omega-point, sublime
Or trite. Here Godot’s messages unnerve
The shrewdest hermeneut and failure dogs
Ecumenists who’d have new readings chime
With old as love’s text-ministry sedates
Odium scholasticum. No built-to-last
Consensus but some parable creates
Lacunae and enigmas fit to cast
All things in doubt, disturb the going rates
Of currency, leave no foundation fast.

Take them as parables, those tales of woe,
Of visions interrupted, dreams that fade
On revelation’s cusp, prophetic tones
No sooner struck than forced to undergo 
Some gross quotidian mishap, such as made
Poor Coleridge break his reverie and quit
The road to Xanadu (now mobile phones,
Back then the Porlock call). Just goes to show,
Like those semantic games that Wordsworth played
With his great keyword ‘sense’, how logic groans
Beneath the strain of finding syntax fit
To put across a pantheist doctrine bound,
Should it hold good, to heal the aching split
Of soul from body: paradise new-found!

Let parables instruct us: what we know
Most surely is how often we’re betrayed
As much by visionaries who make no bones
About the wondrous insights they’ll bestow
(‘One life, within us and abroad’), conveyed
Through symbol’s agency, as by the writ
Of sober sense which runs: when language owns
No Porlock-share, denies what it must owe
To mere contingency, the daily trade
Of poetry with commerce in the zones
Of chance, metonymy, or mother-wit,
Then you’ll find cracks in any vision crowned
By symbol’s vain refusal to admit
What ties all thought to its material ground.

It’s in the lifelong run-up to life’s end
They draw apart, those symbolists who’d seize
A glimpse of the eternal at each stage
Of temporal existence and so lend
Their finite lives a vision fit to ease
Death-jitters; and parabolists who deem
It best to count their blessings, not assuage
Such fears by some false promise to transcend
Life’s element, some angel-eye reprise
Of body’s mortal span, but let old age
Pay its respects to both (the late-Yeats theme),
Count flesh a ‘tattered coat upon a stick’,
Bid soul to ‘clap hands and sing’, yet team
Them up as body slows while soul stays quick.

A primal rift, not one that thought could mend
By taking body’s part, or body tease
Adroitly out of thought by having sage
Reflection grant how sense may apprehend
Such truths as must elude the devotees
Of Geist, res cogitans, or the old dream
Of some panpsychist ruse to disengage
From such disputes by having mind extend
Beyond the human skull. How then appease
Soul’s yearning for its rightful appanage
If not by parable’s benign regime?
No false epiphanies; accept the tick-
Tock pace of time; and let no punctual scheme,
Like allegory, have scholars cherry-pick.





Small Hours: Kafka  


You have to dive down, as it were, and sink more rapidly than that which sinks in advance of you.
                                        Franz Kafka, Diary Entry, 30th Jan 1915


Writing is a deeper sleep than death. Just as one wouldn't pull a corpse from its grave,
I can't be dragged from my desk at night.

			Kafka, Letter to Felice Bauer


Now the Sirens have a still more fatal weapon than their song, namely their silence . . . . someone might possibly have escaped from their singing; but from their silence, certainly never.
			Kafka, ‘The Silence of the Sirens’


1

No word but’s dragged to light against the clock.
Sheer hell, far worse than sunlit snorkellers think!
Each time this waking nightmare, writer’s block.

Max Brod may sympathise yet slyly mock,
Tell friends ‘Poor Franz, he’s poorly, fetch the shrink’.
No word but’s dragged to light against the clock.

Doorkeeper, countryman, law’s triple-lock
And chain that spells my sentence, link by link.
Each time this waking nightmare, writer’s block.

Doorkeeper, muse – both keep you in the dock,
Your case unheard, your pen replete with ink:
No word but’s dragged to light against the clock.

The door, the inner vacancy – you knock,
You plead, but sentinels exchange a wink.
Each time this waking nightmare, writer’s block.

It hurts when Brod & Co see fit to cock
Their snooks at me, poised mute on Lethe’s brink.
No word but’s dragged to light against the clock.

No dive so deep it spares the sequent shock
Of depths ahead that deeper, darker sink.
Each time this waking nightmare, writer’s block;
No word but’s dragged to light against the clock.


2

It’s what they all face, each in his own way,
My fictive creatures doomed to share that blight:
Blocked-writer surrogate, the role they play.

How else account for him, my Josef K?
What trial like that of one who cannot write?
It’s what they all face, each in his own way.

And Gregor Samsa, beetle, easy prey,
Once changed, to every form of routine spite.
Blocked-writer surrogate, the role they play.

Then there’s the Hunger-Artist who, each day,
Sees viewers shrink at that self-famished sight.
It’s what they all face, each in his own way.

Why else should Odradek cause upset chez
The family man though wooden spools don’t bite?
Blocked-writer surrogate, the role they play.

The Harrow’s rule: that prisoners’ flesh betray,
At needle-point, as guilt-racked souls indict:
It’s what they all face, each in his own way.

Whose words but mine should then reveal how they,
Poor mutts, bear passive witness to my plight?
Blocked-writer surrogate, the role they play;
It’s what they all face, each in his own way.


3

By allegory alone I see it through,
That time else void of all but flat despair.
Straight truths untold require truths told askew.

Let plain talk not monopolise the true;
Let such obliquity retain its share.
By allegory alone I see it through.

My friends say clarity’s long overdue
Lest meanings float forever in mid-air.
‘Straight truths untold require truths told askew’,

I say, ‘though wasted on the likes of you
Who want the message served up fair and square’.
By allegory alone I see it through,

Construct my narratives so they eschew
All closure till the non-denouement where
Straight truths untold require truths told askew.

They know the signs, my readers fit though few,
Perceive how revelation’s blocked right there:
By allegory alone I see it through.

They symbol-hunt and think each find a coup,
My friends and commentators, but they err:
Straight truths untold require truths told askew.

For what have we failed witnesses to do
With truths whose absence is the truth we bear?
By allegory alone I see it through;
Straight truths untold require truths told askew.


4

So keen they are that all should be revealed,
That allegory not spin its endless tale:
Too soon they opt for Symbol’s ready yield.

No thought that truths too quickly unconcealed
Might be just those the clerks of court unveil,
So keen they are that all should be revealed.

Small wonder, friends, should I then chose to shield
My true design beneath a serpent’s trail.
Too soon they opt for Symbol’s ready yield.

Beware the eyes so resolutely peeled
For meanings, clues, or signs of guilt to nail,
So keen they are that all should be revealed!

It’s what I fear in them, that wish to wield,
Like Max, such mastery over works so frail:
Too soon he’ll opt for Symbol’s ready yield.

It’s quite as if my Josef K appealed
His case yet got the chop while out on bail:
So keen they are that all should be revealed.

Or, had you caught what Gregor Samsa squealed
At first light, then you’d latch on without fail:
Too soon they’ll opt for Symbol’s ready yield;
So keen they are that all should be revealed.


5

They’ll think they’ve got me, nailed ‘the Kafka theme’.
They’ll shy away at first, but sure enough
Soon have me bang to rights, will academe.

It’s like my text The Castle, where the team
Of functionaries plan his next rebuff.
They’ll think they’ve got me, nailed ‘the Kafka theme’.

‘That land-surveyor, not what he might seem,
Writes weird, Angst-ridden tales – real spooky stuff!’
Soon have me bang to rights, will academe.

The Castle staff, the scholars’ strict regime,
Both close ranks lest my writings call their bluff:
They’ll think they’ve got me, nailed ‘the Kafka theme’.

Like writer’s block, like Münch’s silent scream,
They second-guess first drafts, however rough.
Soon have me bang to rights, will academe!

And yet I know: it’s in my own bad dream,
Not theirs, they find the terrors I must slough:
They’ll think they’ve got me, nailed ‘the Kafka theme’.

But we ‘men from the country’, though we seem
Mere victims, hold up well when law gets tough.
Soon have me bang to rights, will academe;
They’ll think they’ve got me, nailed ‘the Kafka theme’.


6

‘Block writers’, that’s the operative rule.
Court, castle, critics, doorman, all agree:
Trust writers’ block, the censor’s proxy tool.

What else confirms the lesson learned at school,
At editor’s behest, or mother’s knee:
‘Block writers’, that’s the operative rule.

Last word to Odradek, the empty spool:
‘O family man, O Kafka – what of me?’.
It’s writer’s block, the censor’s proxy tool.

I read stuff out for laughs lest ridicule
Unlooked-for came from Max and company:
‘Block writers’, that’s the operative rule.

For given my choice of ways to play the fool,
King Lear or Clown, plain fool’s the thing to be,
Else writer’s block, the censor’s proxy tool.

At least the come-down’s typically less cruel,
Less prone to downright jarring shifts of key.
‘Block writers’, that’s the operative rule.

‘Cry you mercy, I took you for a joint-stool’ – 
Just see, friends, how a spot of repartee
Beats writer’s block, the censor’s proxy tool.

O Gregor, Josef, Countryman – now you’ll
Cast off old Franz’s hang-ups and be free,
‘Block Kafka’ now the operative rule.

Then, through un-Keepered door and vestibule,
The House of Mirth shall welcome you, all three:
Beats writer’s block, the censor’s proxy tool;
‘Block Kafka’ now the operative rule.


7

Think then what genre-label Dante chose
For his great work, and ask yourself again:
What bitter truths might comedy disclose?

Think too: might it not serve to cure who knows
How many blocks, what years of psychic pain?
Think then what genre-label Dante chose.

The comic – say ‘comedic’ – undergoes,
At his hands, transport to a different plane:
What bitter truths might comedy disclose?

Just ask: does Lear’s fool simply thumb his nose
At Lear, or show Lear’s ravings strangely sane?
Think then what genre-label Dante chose.

Don’t ask what ‘debt to Shakespeare’ my work owes:
Take that away and little would remain.
What bitter truths might comedy disclose?

It’s everywhere, that debt, but chiefly shows
When passive feelings yield to active brain:
Think then what genre-label Dante chose.

They suffer law’s delays and fortune’s blows,
My proxies, yet bear up beneath the strain.
What bitter truths might comedy disclose?

One thing at least’s for sure: it’s up to those
Whom life or law oppress to ascertain
Why that’s the genre-label Dante chose.

For it’s his comic vision that bestows
The consolation they and I attain:
What bitter truths might comedy disclose
Yet earn the genre-label Dante chose?


Word From the Dump (à propos Wallace Stevens)
 

What is there in life except one’s ideas,
Good air, good friend, what is there in life?

Is it ideas that I believe?
Good air, my only friend, believe,

Believe would be a brother full
Of love, believe would be a friend,

Friendlier than my only friend,
Good air. Poor pale, poor pale guitar . . . 

		Wallace Stevens, ‘The Man with the Blue Guitar’


That’s the time when the moon creeps up
To the bubbling on bassoons. That’s the time
One looks at the elephant colourings of tires.
Everything is shed, and the moon comes up as the moon
(All its images are in the dump) and you see
As a man (and not like an image of a man),
You see the moon rise in the empty sky.

			Stevens, ‘The Man on the Dump’
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O yes, your blue guitar will do
Most pleasingly for moods that are,
Or were, some other shade of blue,
Now azure-tuned on your guitar.

Tune it aright, assign a hue
So frequencies are on a par,
Son et lumière, and maybe you,
Or it, will take the repertoire

Of chansons bleus and thread them through
With subtlest tints that naught should jar
But choicest overtones imbue
Each note from lambent bar to bar.

Then notify the poets, too:
Take Hera as your colour-tsar,
Allow her all the hoobla-hoo
And gorgeous vocables from far-

Off language-climes whose each debut
In native-speak makes your guitar
The source of all that might renew
The vibes of that inert savoir

Whose washed-out shades invite the coup
Sparked off by goods from your bazaar
Of blue choses exotiques that woo
The hermit to love’s belle boudoir,

The old Christian woman from her pew,
And your ephebe, first avatar
Of indigo, to pay their due
Where blues suffuse things as they are.

Else naught can truly serve in lieu,
No greyscale shades of blanc et noir,
No choice beyond the precious few
And paltry hues that cannot mar

Our sense of those, just out-of-view,
Whose wavelengths limn the prêt-à-voir
Of all we’ve chosen to eschew
Since gaudy, gay, outré, bizarre.

What then should we gens pauvres pursue
If not the glimmer of that star
Once wished upon like Timbuktu
By souls whose ropey aide-memoir

Provides at least a passing clue
To sounds from the conservatoire
Of quinte bémol where poets queue,
Fine-tuning, for the blue-shift seminar.
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But what of truth and falsehood, pray,
Of right and wrong, of black and white,
Or all the gradual shades of grey
As noonday knowledge blurs and night

Draws on to warn us: find some way
To hold that knowledge firm despite
Those tempting fictions that betray
Your failings with the fading light.

They find you restless, enchanté
With anything that may invite
Some fictive colouring to defray
The costs of that blue-filtered blight

Of life and art, the everyday,
Whose factual happenings excite
No rapt imaginings, no gay
Or gaudy tales that put to flight

Life’s tawdry certitudes and play
A joker’s role to all the trite
Injunctions of the vice anglais
That fact-tests all we poets write.

Yet, Keatsian ephebe, kindly say
What your consoling fictions might
Put up against vie desolée,
The griefs and torments that requite

Those lives, absente de tous bouquets,
That must endure each insult, slight
Or smart with nothing to allay
The pains while Keats’s appetite

For life, love, wine, and making hay
When health allowed had him indite
Those odes, the joyous ones, whose pays
Natale’s no fictive realm but bright

With colours from the whole array
That greets the reader’s inward sight
As ocean, land and sky convey
A lifeworld where all hues unite.

Why, then, that blue-shift cabaret
That has the zealous acolyte
Seek fictive shades to keep at bay
This-worldly bliss, this-worldly bite?
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‘But how’, you ask, ‘should I retain
This fluent mundo, this my so
Long-in-the-fashioning domain
Of fiction, metaphor, and beau

Langage where thought is free to feign
Whatever autres mondes may go 
To help us set aside the plain
Reality of things, bestow 

The blue guitar’s transcendent strain,
And tune its vrai monde to the faux
Realité you speak of? That’s the bane
Of every world whose dwellers know

Just what’s to hand in its mundane
Demesnes, its featureless plateaux,
And skies, like oceans, that disdain
Each chord or deft arpeggio

That spells what’s lost with every gain
Of routine fact on all you owe
To poets, we who may restrain
Or briefly interrupt the flow

Of thought, like a deft weaver’s skein,
So fact-encrusted minds might grow
To trace each fresh blue-tinted vein
Of what’s vivant in art’s tableau’.

Yet think before you entertain
Such thoughts, O you who took the snow-
Man’s frosty part, what might remain
To vie quotidienne when no

Fine fictions serve, when the chill rain
Of mauvaise chance may yet bring low
The highest-stationed chatelaine
Of any fairy-tale chateau,

And so confront your teeming brain
With such extremes of human woe
And suffering as must surely drain
The fictioner’s portfolio

Of case-specific salves. Why train
Us up, we ephebes, in the slow
But sure acknowledgment that pain
Finds none but short-date goods to show

For giving fantasy free rein
And cultivating rococo
Motifs as if to stress how vain
Our trust in blue-scale fabliaux?
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To play things as they are denies
Things as they might, or ought, to be,
Or as revealed – so you surmise – 
When played in that transcendent key

That works its spell on ears and eyes
Alike since all we hear or see
Comes in some subtly filtered guise
Such that the phrase or melody

Will either speak of that which lies
Within the glimpsed eternity
Of Blake’s blue-garlanded sunrise,
Or else of how it feels to be

The dreamless sleeper who denies
Their call to set invention free
Or re-imagine, in the sky’s
Blue vault, their space of bel esprit.

Yet, artful scrivener, what flies
So high above the groundhog plea
Of fact and circumstance may rise
Too far for those whom poetry

May serve, betimes, to tantalise
With ideas of some hard-earned spree
In fictive realms but otherwise,
Much like your jar in Tennessee,

Uphold the centripetal ties
Which keep that vision constantly
In touch with all that yet supplies
Their daily lives with some degree

Of real-world anchorage. Why prize
(‘Tom-tom, c’est moi’) the syncope
Of thoughts, like words, that creolize
Your lingua franca, or decree

The blue guitar should deputize
For you so far as harmony
Gives way to what most amplifies
Its ceaseless thwacking monody,

If then you spurn all compromise
With that which bends a literalist knee
To life’s banal demands? Advise
Perplexed ‘Man on the Dump’ how he

Might somehow jointly exercise
Some grasp of actuality
With all its lows yet, too, the highs
He gets from you, its refugee! 
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Such starry connaissance may need
A country connoisseur to lend
It greater weight, restrict its speed
Soon after lift-off, and extend

Whatever time this leaves to feed
Invention with the dividend
Of factual stuff required to heed
Your stricter code. Then you’d amend

The clause in that poetic creed
That has thought’s arc too soon transcend
Its earthly origins and breed
Luxuriant tropes like those you penned

Way back, ripe clusters guaranteed
To woo the wishful but offend
The sorts who won’t take word for deed
Or faux ami for tried and trusted friend.

Ah, ‘Sunday Morning’: sure to plead
For readmission, that old blend
Of all that once so deftly keyed
Your verse to the pervasive trend

In US culture that we read
In James and Peirce and Dewey, end-
Point Richard Rorty, all agreed
That there’s no truth to apprehend

Beyond those tried beliefs that lead
To some good outcome – help us fend
Off ills more surely, or succeed
The better in those hours we spend

On fashioning ourselves as we’d
Most like to be. Why not unbend
That tight-stretched bow of will decreed  
By old truth-seekers, not pretend

It’s there to seek? Yet, fragile reed
Though Pascal deemed it, thought may lend
A needful check to fancies freed
By make-believe substituend.
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What, then, if you should rather choose
A Monday morning, start-of-week
Time-setting for her semi-snooze
And meditation, she who’d seek,

Perhaps, some less entrancing blues,
Teintes ou couleurs moins exotiques,
To summon the un-flighty muse
Of workaday and thus bespeak

What’s lacking from the Sunday dues
She still accords, in ways oblique
Though heartfelt, to the hymns and pews
Of a now bygone faith. Too chic,

You came to think, the vibrant hues
And multilingual mot-musique
That issued from this poet whose
Self-licence here would later pique

The quester for some way to lose
That ornate style and thenceforth eke
Out from less flashy cockatoos
Or créatures polychromatiques

An idiom fitter to enthuse
The picky savant than the geek
Whose plaisir sensuel accrues
Proportionally with each streak

Of iridescence that imbues
The mind’s-eye Bay of Chesapeake
Where once your nifty craft would cruise
For deep-sea etymons to tweak.

Yet still exoticisms ooze
From passages enough to freak
The scholar as she hunts for clues
To your diversions poétiques

Since it could well be Dump-Man’s ruse
To take a literalist’s canny peek
At sundry stuff he just might use
To stage his acte pantomimique.

Then all the watchers’ cheers and boos
Would lend the chaos of his bleak
Abode those colours that suffuse
The foyer of a swish boutique

Or, as with spellbound readers, schmooze
The customers with words all Greek
To them yet music that subdues
The rival claims of sens logique.
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Une seule langue, you declared them, those
Presumed two tongues, two different ways
Of being-in-the-world; and so it goes,
Or seems to, with Madame Franglaise

Of ‘Sunday Morning’, she you chose,
In her matutinal assays
Of all things mortal and – who knows? – 
Immortal, to assume her chaise

De Jardin, lift the ban of prose
On such commingling, and so raise,
Through her rapt reverie, the flows
Of thought that poetry conveys

So thought-beguilingly and shows,
To her at least, how language plays
Its tricks on all who’d seek to close
The crossing-points or smugglers’ bays.

Yet think, before you decompose
Thought’s language-bounds, how this betrays
Those vrais amis that no doubt froze
Such border traffic in the haze

Of sense for just a while to nose
Faux amis out with all that sways
Thought to renege on what it owes
To mind in more reflective phase.

No call for him, Dump-Man, to gloze
Those whirling newspaper bouquets
In any way that breaks her doze,
Our Sunday celebrant, or lays

More stress on upsets that arose
To jolt her soul-communiqués
And tell what traps l’inconscient throws
Across her path. For who’d then praise

Her rapt, at times near-comatose
Peregrinations through the maze
Of tangled roots where little grows
Above ground while the plant-life stays,

Like proto-language, otiose
For any purpose but to phrase
Strange vocables that may dispose
Clear thought to spurn such holidays.
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For Dump-Man has his place nearby,
Downwind on good days, whence he sees
Her house and garden from his high-
Piled stash of trash and sniffs the breeze

For what choice scents might chance to vie
With his, or what exotic cheese
Might waft its odour and supply
A further nuance just to please

His curious taste whose ear and eye,
As well as nostril, take such sprees
As theirs to seek beneath that sky,
A common sky, though one that he’s

Long known as empty, ceased to ply
With bootless prayers, and now decrees
His own to fill with all the dry-
Goods junk that puts his soul at ease.

Such, then, his chief delights or pie-
In-sky imaginings while she’s
Day-dreaming and about to try
Her pagan thoughts as ways to tease

Life-lessons out lest she should die
With no such vision to appease
Her yearning for some reason why
Such mornings, thoughts, desires as these.

But who’s to say the trash-dump guy
Must be the one who’s lost his keys
To happiness and’s left to cry
‘Come forage!’ while around his knees

The bottles, cans and pots defy
The wind each lighter item flees
Until, perchance, it comes to lie
Where still she tests hypotheses

To make quite sure they overfly
The dump, that source of all disease
(She thinks) or subtle doubts that pry
Into her soul and bring unease

By introducing, on the sly,
Some rival fictions that say ‘these
Will maybe help you now deny
Those others that, the world agrees,

Are void of truth yet have you sigh
And yearn for false realities
That we, like Dump Man, bade goodbye
And kicked out with the birds and bees’.
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O Dump-Man, you mistake her dream
For fantasy, her whistling quail
For witless warblers, and her theme
Of faith renewed for some odd tale

Got up to make her discourse seem
Not just the ramblings of a frail
Milady anxious to redeem
What’s left her of a life gone stale

But words fit to woo Seraphim
From their devotions or regale
Your distrait Emperor of Ice-Cream
With thoughts whose utterance should avail

To gain his ear. Far better deem
This Dump-Man no mere Bloomingdale
Night-refuse scavenger or beam-
End junk philosopher, but hail

Him as one whose survival-scheme
Might offer you a handy scale
On which to place those thoughts that stream
So fast that your un-holy grail,

That fiction you believe supreme
Amongst all others, comes to veil
Itself so deeply. Then its gleam
Leads you on many a mazy trail

Of mysteries that the Cherubim,
Those lesser angels, promise they’ll
Reveal, as once to Joachim,
Yet which at every point derail

Your train of thought and self-esteem
By using fictive means to bail
You out when reason’s strict regime
Finds earthing-points too hard to nail

At that Stevensian extreme
Or too far travelled in the vale
Of – face it! – myth to make the team
(Unless of Eng Lit profs at Yale).
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‘Reality’s a dump, for sure,’
The Dump-Man says, ‘but better not
Be quite so rash or premature
And say the real’s no longer got

Its mundane stranglehold on your
No doubt exalted sense of what
Should feature in the full brochure
Of real-world goods and truths to tot

Up when the object’s to secure
Some worldly purchase for a spot-
Check on the range of things that lure
The other-worldly to allot

A realm apart for things of pure
Unchecked imagining, a slot
In every fantasist’s dream-tour
Of fictive wonderlands to jot

Down quick as thought. Yet why endure
Those constant upsets when the plot
Goes off-script, when events unmoor
Your worldly bearings and, now shot

Of such constraints, there’s no contour
To follow but the swelling blot
On all those real-world maps you’re sure
Once took you back home on the dot.
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Let him, Dump-Man, espy it there
Amongst the junk and bric-a-brac,
A blue guitar beyond repair,
You’d think, but making good its lack

Of tunefulness by laying bare
What hefty innards lay in back
Of its blue-shifted song or air
And make the strings so click and clack.

So he, without a tunesmith’s care,
Delights to have the taut strings thwack
Against the splintered wood and share
With all around his shearsman knack,

So like his trademark Dump-Man flair
For plucking stuff that might then pack
The junk-pile high and thus declare
Himself sole monarch seated smack

Atop it and with tunes to spare
For kindred souls if they’ll just crack
A bulldozed beer with him and dare
Defy the tunesmiths’ massed attack.

No insult, then, if I compare
His knocked-about guitar and jack-
Of-all-trades way with music-ware
To how you trawl the almanac

Of fictions, Madame, and despair,
At times, of finding one to track
Your shifting moods or help you bear
Those home-truths an insomniac

Like you must not allow to scare
Them into some dark cul-de-sac
Of fictive disappointments where
Each fancied gleam reverts to black.
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It’s au pays de la métaphore
Qu’on est poète’ – so he’ll make known,
And have you, maybe, join his corps
Métaphorique to raise the tone

Both socially by such top-drawer
Refined locutions as your own,
And philosophically by your,
For which read his, let’s say, high-flown

(Let’s not say high-falutin’) store
Of tropes and fictions. For they’re prone
To throw wide some new heaven-door
By their inventive powers alone,

Yet leave his ephebes to implore
He not consent to see them thrown 
On such frail assets any more
Than on the Dump-Man’s pile, that zone

Of poverty where fictions draw
Small sustenance from tropes now grown
So sun-starved that the old rapport
No longer holds and, cover blown,

Madame and Dump-Man must ignore
Their needy state or he bemoan
Her vie irréelle, she deplore
The c’est trop réel that laps his throne.
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Ideas of order, at Key West
Or anywhere, should fall between
Those twin extremes, achieve the best
Of both, and so expect no clean

Distinction here but make the test
A joint one: for Madame, a scene
Of Sunday mornings vision-blest
With shifting shades of orange-green,

Of soul-awakenings manifest
In all her ravished senses glean,
Yet thoughts, too, of a garden-guest,
No welcome one, whose fixed routine

For Sundays shows a man possessed
Both of and by a brute machine
For garbage-crushing and a zest
For what revolts the epicene

In her while fleetingly expressed
In just those moments when, too keen,
Her senses venture to suggest
Harsh worlds elsewhere that might have been

Her luckless lot if not finessed,
As usual, by the first caffeine-
Shot, oranges and garden-rest.
Else they’ll slip quickly past her screen

Of genteel privacy to jest
That what such thoughts must surely mean – 
Ah, Madame, Freudian stuff, you’ve guessed! – 
Is how that world must intervene

If she’s to honour soul’s request
For something more than clementine
And coffee to bring her abreast
Of that which must disturb her sheen,

Or leave her visibly distressed,
Or ruin her sur l’herbe cuisine
With wind-borne items that attest
His being there, he of the lean

If not athletic look (string vest
And braces, say, pugnacious mien,
Cheap shoes, coiffure not of the best,
Low marks for personal hygiene)

But showing how she’s acquiesced
Too long in fictions hard to wean
Believers off until they’ve messed
With all the sorts of junk he’s seen.

Speech-Acts and Chance (Mallarmé)

It was Caesar who, according to his Roman biographer Suetonius, said ‘alea iacta est’ – ‘the die is cast’ – on the banks of the Rubicon. That’s the famous version of the quote. But Plutarch insisted he said the words slightly differently, and in Greek: he quoted a line from the playwright Menander that literally means ‘let the dice be thrown’. There’s quite a difference: [Mary] Beard wonders whether the force of them was really ‘let’s throw the dice in the air and see where they will fall’.
Charlotte Higgins, The Guardian, 26th June, 2023

Alea iacta est: the die is cast.
No more uncertainty, no turning back:
Caesar, the Rubicon, the crunch-point past.
Alea iacta est: the die is cast.
Mythic or not, the words were built to last,
Like Rome, despite time’s fickle almanac.
Alea iacta est: the die is cast.
No more uncertainty, no turning back.

A counter-thesis, that of Mallarmé:
No coup de dés can cancel le hasard.
Cast all you like, still chance is here to stay.
A counter-thesis, that of Mallarmé:
Let odds forever turn out as they may
As the eye moves perchance from ship to star.
A counter-thesis, that of Mallarmé:
No coup de dés can cancel le hasard.

Others give Caesar’s words subjunctive force.
‘Let dice be cast!’: even he might harbour doubts
If that play of Menander’s your chief source.
Others give Caesar’s words subjunctive force.
Then chance might have pursued another course,
Spared Rome (not Gaul) yet further bloody bouts.
Others give Caesar’s words subjunctive force;
‘Let dice be cast!’: even he might harbour doubts.

The odds are known, the outcome yet to tell.
Though Clio and Erato may conjoin
To have the Gallic tribes cry ‘What fresh hell?’.
The odds are known, the outcome yet to tell,
And merest guesswork which side up it fell,
As with well-shuffled pack or spinning coin.
The odds are known, the outcome yet to tell
Though Clio and Erato may conjoin.

Look out if they should role-switch, muse and muse.
Take myth for history and you play with fire.
Think Yeats, Pound, Eliot – tell them all j’accuse!
Look out if they should role-switch, muse and muse,
Erato link with Clio to confuse
Still more a world swept up in Yeats’s gyre.
Look out if they should role-switch, muse and muse;
Take myth for history and you play with fire.

Know them for fictions and you’ll not be burnt.
Keep counterfactuals just where they belong:
With tests, heuristics, lessons to be learnt.
Know them for fictions and you’ll not be burnt.
How things once were we glean from how they weren’t
As fictions prove conjectures right or wrong.
Know them for fictions and you’ll not be burnt;
Keep counterfactuals just where they belong.

Die-casters both, shrewd scanners of the odds,
The poet and the Roman conqueror-scourge:
Each thought to second-guess the flighty gods.
Die-casters both, shrewd scanners of the odds,
Dead set to harness the unruly squads
Of words or men through their resistless purge.
Die-casters both, shrewd scanners of the odds,
The poet and the Roman conqueror-scourge.

But what if certain chancers load the dice?
Did Yeats send out ‘those men the English shot’?
Caesar pre-Rubicon perhaps thought twice.
But what if certain chancers load the dice?
Either it’s Rome, not Gaul, that pays the price
Or Ireland’s finest men, likely as not.
But what if certain chancers load the dice?
Did Yeats send out ‘those men the English shot’?

Mallarmé’s text brings no such deeds in train.
Subdued apocalypse, its regnant mode,
Conducts a coup de dés but no campaign.
Mallarmé’s text brings no such deeds in train
Beyond what shakes the signifying chain
Or fractures every known poetic code.
Mallarmé’s text brings no such deeds in train;
Subdued apocalypse, its regnant mode.

‘Revolutions of the word’ won’t topple states,
Lower the price of bread, make rich men quail,
Or kill barbarians long within the gates.
‘Revolutions of the word’ won’t topple states.
Listen to hard-head Brecht, not hot-head Yeats;
Let speech-acts work where incantations fail.
‘Revolutions of the word’ won’t topple states,
Lower the price of bread, make rich men quail.

Each time we speak or write we cast the die.
It’s chance decides how words may fall each time
Yet, once they’ve fallen, some constraints apply.
Each time we speak or write we cast the die
Though Mallarmé got his text-machine to fly
By ditching the most vital of them: rhyme.
Each time we speak or write we cast the die;
It’s chance decides how words may fall each time.

Let rhyming cease by all means, but beware:
There’s risk in that perlocutory clout
That speech-acts wield when usage lacks due care.
Let rhyming cease by all means, but beware:
Unless form’s ministrations do their share
Then trust-to-luck should yield to honest doubt.
Let rhyming cease by all means, but beware:
There’s risk in that perlocutory clout.

How reckon deed or verse if left to chance?
Imperious Caesar, dicing, chanced his arm;
A toss-up: march on Rome or gorge on France.
How reckon deed or verse if left to chance?
Let’s ask: what came of Mallarmé’s advance
On Tyche’s realm beyond the profs’ alarm?
How reckon deed or verse if left to chance?
Imperious Caesar, dicing, chanced his arm.

No lasting prize, the destiny they sought!
Post-Mallarmé, no true successors found
To carry through the crise de vers he’d wrought. 
No lasting prize, the destiny they sought!
Though staking all on chance may beckon thought
Beyond old bounds the prospect’s dearly bought.
No lasting prize, the destiny they sought!
Post-Mallarmé, no true successors found.


Instruction to a Satirist (Swift)

Don’t fear to hack it, that last branch you’ve got:
Let pure self-loathing launch your earthward flight!
Why think just hanging on will stop the rot?

It’s Swift’s old bind: how put them on the spot,
Those other rogues and fools, while you sit tight?
Don’t fear to hack it, that last branch you’ve got.

Don’t dwell too much on how he lost the plot,
How moral stricture turned to moral blight.
Why think just hanging on will stop the rot?

If you, the baiter, shield your species-slot
From those you bait it’s satire’s hand you bite:
Don’t fear to hack it, that last branch you’ve got.

Mere temporisers, those whose bolt is shot
When it’s their ownmost faults they must indict.
Why think just hanging on will stop the rot?

No scourge, no misanthrope but censures what
He finds within and mutters ‘serves me right!’.
Don’t fear to hack it, that last branch you’ve got;
Why think just hanging on will stop the rot?


Lucy Hutchinson Wishes She’d Used Fourteeners, Not Heroic
Couplets, for her Translation of Lucretius


I was surprised and delighted to learn, after I embarked on this project, that in all likelihood the first person to English the entire poem (in the 1640s or 50s) was a woman, the memoirist Lucy Hutchinson. She had no previous translation to guide her, nor was her text in the same state we have it today, yet she rendered this difficult poem with admirable accuracy into lively rhyming couplets, in order ‘to understand things I heard so much discourse of at second hand’.

	A.E. Stallings, ‘Note on the Text and Translation’, in Stallings (trans.),
 Lucretius, On the Nature of Things (London: Penguin Classics, 2007)


Just lately I’ve been thinking: Lucy, what was it possessed
You back then, twenty years ago, when you spent all that time
On your translation of Lucretius and conceived it best
Not just to take it on, the whole of it, and that in rhyme,

But then, of all the rhyme-schemes, metres, stanza-forms, and such-
Like options – some of which, well used, might just have helped you bring
The project off – to use a form that’s always borne a touch
Of all the high-class attitudes your poet was challenging!

Heroic couplets, smooth and polished, lately all the rage,
And having about them an achieved civility that suits
Our more, let’s say, accomplished poets, those who greet this age
Of civil war, contumely, and all the late disputes

That have so riven church and state with verse that leaves behind
The jarring accents, arch conceits, and convoluted thought
Of earlier styles and strives, by well-tuned prosody, to find
In verse a model of the peace elsewhere more dearly bought.

And yet, heroic couplets! For Lucretius! How could I,
Even years back when I’d not acquired an ear so sensitive
To social hints and nuances, have so mistaken my
No doubt jejune, over-ambitious project as to give

Him, the most radical of thinkers, that ill-fitting garb
Now taken up and worn with great aplomb by poets bound,
Through shared self-interest, to head off – with satire’s poisoned barb
Or well-turned, strife-subduing couplets – any discord found

To threaten that imposing since ornate yet stressed façade
Of civil order with what the divines, the rulers, lords-
And-ladies, and advisors took as warning they should guard 
Their spiritual wealth against Lucretius and his atheist hordes!

A wrong choice, then, heroic couplets, though in those war-torn
And treacherous times, and me with my poor husband likely soon
To perish gaoled and comfortless, I see why those shop-worn
And specious promises of peace might strike a chord in tune

With one, like me, so long beset by such mind-numbing woes
As drove me to false consolations that my having read,
And studied, and then started to translate (first into prose)
Lucretius’ poem, should – in sober hindsight – soon have led

Me to a different choice of verse-form, one far more in key
With all that he reveals of the material cosmos whose
Constituent atoms and their motions furnish all that we
Can know of nature’s realm once freed from credulous taboos.

And then – too late, alas! – while sorting through some piles of old,
Unlooked-at college papers during one of my too rare
And hurried Oxford visits, there it was – a note that told
Of Golding’s Ovid, 1567, entered there

Along with sundry observations, one of which quite took
My scholar-poet’s breath away – that what I’d till then seen as
The best, most fitting verse-scheme now might need a second look:
He’d helped himself to spacious, long-drawn, native-grain fourteeners!

Don’t for one moment think it’s a just a technical concern,
A question of aesthetic taste, stylistic preference,
Or ‘merely’ social manners when a poet’s options turn
One way or t’other – really there’s no sitting on the fence

In times like this when heroic couplets of the type I used
Can’t but suggest a writer of, let’s say, establishment
Ideas and sympathies, while those fourteener-lines refused
Such abject verse cap-doffing – think of Shakespeare’s doughty Kent!

You write a poem nowadays, no matter if your own
Creative work or a translation such as I essayed
With De Rerum Natura, and in a few weeks you’re known
As of some party-line persuasion, soon enough betrayed

By rhyme-scheme, meter, style (high, middling, low), or by your choice
Of register as touching how demotic or ornate
The language whose prosodic traits and nuances give voice
To accents deemed, from time to time, ‘of interest to the state’.

Let’s not mistake the issue here: there’s no well-founded case
For counting rhyme as, in and of itself, a likely sign
That here the poet’s left us vital clues on which to base
Our reading of him as a gentleman, one who’d incline

To Monarchism, High-Church doctrine, and the present need
That social order be upheld by means of codes and laws
Whose strict demands share that much with the high poetic creed
That has speech-rhythms self-patrolled in king and country’s cause.

No, that’s how rhyme can soon turn out when the heroic strain
Of couplet-writing gets the upper hand and may suppress
Those living impulses that verse might otherwise regain
With a full fourteen syllables and constant shifts of stress.

On my first looking into Golding’s Ovid I could hear
Just how it might have gone with my Lucretius had I but
Thrown off, as one who’d always held the Good Old Cause so dear,
All thought of having my verse couplets seem to stride and strut

Their over-lordly stuff, thus measuring poetic skill
(Or genius, forsooth!) by standards better judged to suit
Some tyrant’s arbitrary exercise of sovereign will
That end-stops every other line or silences dispute.
 
This much I’ll say for my translation: it avoids the worst
Of these late turns of fashion and may therefore claim to stand
As – plausibly – how he, Lucretius, might have English-versed
Those finely judged hexameters, and how it might have scanned

If his materialist view, his streaming atoms in the void,
Should, by some miracle, have found in my albeit far
From adequate rendition something of what I enjoyed
When first they streamed across my vision, each a shooting star.

They speak, those scholar-poets, of a ‘Miltonic sublime’,
A strain not wholly native, one should probably admit,
Since Milton’s so insistent that he’ll have no truck with rhyme,
But still – I’d say – the kind of verse that term should aptly fit

Since every line so rings with his intention to avow
Himself, his works, and politics devoted to the end
Of telling us, his countrymen, that nothing should allow
Our great English Republic to breed factions and descend,

Through knavish Popish stratagems and constant royalist plots,
So heedlessly to set aside those liberties hard-earned
And have our giddy populace avert their eyes from what’s
The traitors’ real desire – to see the monarchy returned!

Of course you’ll say: in that case why use rhyme yourself to do
Translator’s justice to Lucretius, he whose work deserves – 
So you maintain – the epithet ‘sublime’, a point of view
Congenial to Republicans for whom the atoms’ swerves

Meant freedom, just as Milton’s much remarked ambivalence
Regarding Satan’s role – arch-devil or perhaps self-doomed
Yet odds-defying hero – left them with a powerful sense
That somehow, like Lucretius, he John Milton had assumed

The role of poet-liberator, one who showed the way 
For poetry and politics, in this most tempest-tossed
Of ages, to have poetry once more aspire to play
Its part, like De Rerum Natura – or Paradise Lost!

However let me say that using rhyme as my own means
Of putting his, Lucretius’, revolutionary thoughts across
To best effect required relinquishing the fixed routines
Of high-style verse decorum, archaisms (that’s no loss!),

And the cringeworthy homage poets all too often paid
To priests and potentates, but not endorsing Milton’s strong
(Though, in my view, less than persuasive) efforts to persuade
Us stubborn rhymesters that our practice didn’t go along

With poetry that claimed to stand for liberty, God’s truth,
Freedom of conscience, and the right of true-born Englishmen
To throw off such encumbrances as rhyme, that most uncouth
Of artificial means devised to tame the poet’s pen!

No, he’d have done much better to restrict that sweeping charge
Of needless artifice to those court poets of the last
Half-century, those who felt no such vocation to enlarge
The sphere of what, for poets or humanity, now passed

As topics worth considering but, instead, made it their chief
Concern to keep within the limits all too firmly set
By love (romantic), wit (the sort put in for light relief),
And rhymes so trite that all they seek – no doubt an odds-on bet 

With their enfeebled retinue – is some fresh chance to shine
And win well-placed admirers by a just as well-placed quip
Requiring neither mental stretch nor upset to the line
Of smoothly-flowing numbers that entrance their readership.

So look to Milton, surely, if the thing you most admire
Is poetry’s prophetic role, its power to raise our minds
And souls to that great height where emulation may inspire
Both other poets in the league of amity that binds

All those whose souls still answer to the call of conscience heard
In every line, and those – him chief among them – for whom deed,
As for all true Republicans, must surely follow word
Till the last monarch dies and parliament serves the people’s need.

But look elsewhere, perhaps to that old shaker-up of all
Existing certitudes, Lucretius, he who brushed aside
Religion (unlike Milton) as a cheap trick to enthral
The ignorant masses yet, in his own way, shrewdly applied

The self-same powers of reason, judgement, and a mind long trained
On fiercely waged controversies to search them out, the weak,
Myth-furnished grounds, false premises, and wholly unsustained
Conclusions that, for him, must undermine the whole mystique

Of things divine or far beyond the Epicurean realm
Where atoms streamed and matter followed its oft-swerving course
To who-knows-what while no such doubts can finally overwhelm 
Our Milton’s faith despite those articles he can’t endorse.

I’d say: keep rhyme, make your best use of all that it affords
(And think here Donne, Marvell, and all those poets of our just-
Past age but most especially Donne) by way of those rewards
On offer from the kinds of thought-awakening held in trust

By those whose work most strongly shows the complex interchange
Of sound and sense that rhyme can bring. So likewise, I suggest,
With De Rerum Natura where the quite fantastic range
Of speculative thought requires that scholars manifest

More willingness to drop demands that else would have them shun
The rhymer’s licence in the case of quantitative verse – 
‘Classics, hands off!’ – and rather see what wonders might be done
By making good a lack within rhyme’s power to reimburse.


Sonnet to a Milton Scholar


Note: this poem was addressed to David Hawkes, a US-based Milton scholar (among other things) and son of my old friend and colleague Terence Hawkes at Cardiff University. Dave and I had an online disagreement about Donald Trump and the way that his ‘policies’ were shaping up in the wake of his election victory. The poem is best thought of as one side of a ‘flyting’, the Scottish sixteenth-century term for polemical verse-exchanges of a genially knockabout type.

 
Remember him, that scourge of tyrants whose
Great life and works your own career was built on,
And who, in verse or prose, would never lose
Faith in the Good Old Cause that blood was spilt on.
Time now to measure up and fill his shoes,
Not have his words come back with barbs of guilt on,
But meet this tyrant with the same j’accuse
That still resounds in every line of Milton!
Else all those labours, his and yours, to bring
Fresh hope from what seems ultimate defeat
Will soon acquire the acquiescent ring
Of Cavalier disdain and thus entreat
His subjects to endorse a self-styled ‘King’
And render Moloch’s victory complete.





Priorities: grub or morals? (Gay, The Beggar’s Opera)


1

‘Erst kommt das Fressen, dann kommt die Moral.’
First feed yourself – morality can wait!
That’s Brecht’s Macheath, delivered with a snarl,
As who should say: ‘screw you – my picnic, mate!’.

Good habit: always ask yourself ‘Who speaks?’,
And here it’s him, the Brecht/Weil ‘Mack the Knife’,
Quick off the mark as each new victim shrieks,
An Al Capone stage-fashioned to the life.

So: gangster-morals, you’ll assume, the kind
Of twisted, cynic, so-called ‘realist’ creed
That, after all, you’d quite expect to find
Expressed by one of his atrocious breed.

Still it might also strike you, if you’ve got
The hang of Brechtian drama, that we’ll miss
His point if we should count those words as not
Worth more than the routine stage-villain hiss.

For Brecht’s not in the least averse to such
Brusque épater-le-bourgeois turns of phrase,
Or conscience-pricks, or proverbs with a touch
Of devilry thrown in, or writing plays,

Like his Threepenny Opera, which turn
Not only bourgeois morals inside-out
But all the earthly wisdom we might learn
Once lofty certitudes were cast in doubt.


2

Go Kantian – Brecht’s a German, so don’t blame
His traipsing such long ways around – go that
High Kantian route, keep spouting the old claim
‘Ends first, means second’, and you’ll have off pat

Your stock rejoinder to the stock Macheath:
‘It’s morals first, the moral law within,
That great Kingdom of Ends that, knock my teeth
Right down my throat with one blow to the chin

As well he might, lifts my soul heaven-high
And fills me with such wonder as I feel
When gazing at the stars in a night sky
And the deep truths about us they reveal’.

No chance, on this view, that it might just squeeze
Its crafty way in as a homely bit
Of rogue folk-wisdom, far too much at ease
With human vices and, of course, unfit

For moralists’ attention yet a view
That may, for all that, be in close accord
With those adopted by more than a few
For whom Kant’s moral law’s the mouse that roared.

‘First eat, and feed my family, and those
Most dear to me, or known to me, or near
Enough at hand, then think: how best dispose
Of what I’ve left to give, what rightly goes

To distant others and what I might keep
For the odd “rainy day” (don’t mock, you well-
Insured strict Kantians: private fees are steep!)
Yet hope, on points, to keep clear of the hell

In store for anyone who fails to see,
Or (God says) wickedly ignores the voice
Of soul-sick desert fathers who decree
‘It’s our way or temptation’s way: your choice!’.


3

Let’s not say, stupidly, ‘Macheath’s dead right:
It’s dog-eat-dog, morality’s just one
Great pious swindle got up to incite
Fictitious gods, or God, or furies spun

Out of some lurid fantasy to shut
The grumblers up, quell slaves at master’s frown,
Or have thought-revolutions always put,
At Pontiff’s prompting, just as promptly down’.

There’s that in it, for sure, that blow-the-gaff
Or heartily debunking line of talk
That gets its kick from any chance to chaff
The pious hypocrite or else to chalk

Up points against the simple-minded sorts
Who reverence ‘all humanity’, or swallow
Some twittering parson’s elevating thoughts
For want of any other fool to follow.

Rather, the food-and-morals line’s a shrewd
Reminder – comment Brecht, dark twist Macheath – 
That morals may go wrong for lack of food
Or that, when such gross matters pass beneath

The moralist’s attention, he’ll be apt
To underrate real torments – hunger, thirst,
Those torments and privations that so sapped
The life-hopes of a generation cursed

By mass-destruction, warfare mechanised,
Gas-oven genocide, and every brute
Contrivance they, the master-race, devised
Along with high-toned platitudes to suit.


4

Rogue-sentiment’s one term for it, a sense
Of, at rock-bottom, ‘honour among thieves’,
Though taking on a wider pertinence
As that which sometimes, tacitly, achieves

The feeling ‘all together in this boat,
A battered, leaky, patched-up boat for sure
But one with crew enough to stay afloat
So long as they avoid the siren-lure

Of moral creeds pitched far above the likes
Of sailors – pirates, maybe – thrown together
And with no choice, when gale or tempest strikes,
But mutual trust against the treacherous weather’.

Sea-dogs, low dogs, or dogs-of-war – a bunch
Of no-goods by the moralistic lights
Of landlocked types since each must have a hunch,
Though one that no grand theory underwrites,

Since grounded – here see Empson on the key-
Word ‘dog’ – in that rock-bottom sense that God
And his vicarious substitutes won’t be
Much use when lives depend more on a nod

Of shared intent, a brave act under stress
That’s somehow typical, or those good traits
Of canine kind – devotion, faithfulness,
Great back-up in a corner, and – what rates

High on the point-scale of rogue-sentiment – 
The feeling: dog not God’s your safest bet
If man and dog have twin lines of descent
Close-tangled back as far as records get.


5

Let’s face it, Brecht’s Macheath’s a pretty poor
Example of the kind, a ‘dog’ in all
The dog-unfriendly senses that deplore
What moralists and Christians like to call

The beastly, unregenerate desires
Whose nature – on this view – demands we spurn
Whatever glimpse of kinship those esquires,
Our hunting fathers, gloried to discern.

Yet his, Macheath’s, variation on the theme
Of dog-eat-dog’s just one more brutal twist
Of knife and logic, one absurd extreme
On that scale where the Kantian moralist

Peers loftily across to where the beasts
(The human beasts – why slander the mere brutes?)
Go on with grisly stuff and drive the priests
To strip man’s soul of mortal attributes.

Shakespeare bought into it, had dogs connote
The worst of ‘human nature’ – scarce a hound
Much loved that won’t rip out his master’s throat,
Or fawn, or cringe, or (heavens!) screw around,

Or, like Mark Antony, ‘spaniel her at heels’,
His Cleopatra, all of which vile slurs
On man’s best friend betray what often feels
Like Shakespeare taking out on those poor curs

The fierce sex-loathing strongly felt in ‘Lear’
And sometimes in the Sonnets. Whence it came,
That reflex whose pent sibilants we hear
(‘Th’expense of spirit in a waste of shame

Is lust in action’) need not long detain
The psycho-sleuths but rather should be seen
As where l’homme moyen sensuel – that sane
Exemplar of a balance struck between

The claims of soul and body – goes off-course
And wildly swings from all-consuming lust
To hate for all things fleshly, one whose force
Provokes such paroxysms of disgust.


6

And then there’s Angelo, the stand-in Duke,
Who veers the other way, from puritan
And judge of public morals whose rebuke
To miscreants may bring a city ban

Or a death-sentence, to the man who’d use
That loaned authority to have his will
Of Marianna, she whose brother stews
In gaol. His to decide: reprieve or kill.

A simple truth: best things become the worst 
If creatures are denied their creature-needs,
A theme that Shakespeare (him again!) rehearsed:
‘Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds’.

The Brecht point too holds good: if you’d avoid
A Macheath world of psychopaths, then try
Your best to keep the spirit body-buoyed
And body free of hang-ups that deny

Itself, for spirit’s sake, what both stand most
In need of: food enough, and drink, and sex
(Good sex), not spirit as a livid ghost
At body’s empty table, sent to vex

The flesh with bitter taunts each time it seeks
An exit from those long uncivil wars
Pursued when one or other party wreaks
Yet more self-harm in some self-righteous cause.


Scholar-Poet to Father-Confessor (Peter Abelard)


They kept the imagination of Europe alive: held untouched by their rags and poverty and squalor the Beauty that had made beautiful old rhyme. And for those of us who are the conservatives of letters, for whom literature obeys the eternal movement of the tides, for whom the heavens themselves are old, there remains the stark simplicity of Terence – ‘In truth they have deserved to be remembered of us.’

					Helen Waddell, The Wandering Scholars


1
How think these words or sentiments are mine?
They bear not my but my Creator’s name:
Mine neither to acknowledge nor resign.

You praise me, though for reasons scarce benign,
Intent on ways to trap, condemn, defame.
How think these words or sentiments are mine?

Such crafty praise I surely must decline
Since heretics alone make it their aim.
Mine neither to acknowledge nor resign

Since to resign them might suggest I pine
For verses better than the Lord may claim.
How think these words or sentiments are mine?

What if the Lord’s perfections might yet shine
More brightly for my small reflected flame?
Mine neither to acknowledge nor resign.

Yet still those churchmen labour to refine
Their case for holding even that to blame.
How think those words or sentiments are mine?

A singular, a fiercely guarded shrine
His who would author every verse I frame!
Mine neither to acknowledge nor resign.

Almost they fall to blows, the mine and thine,
Though each time round the outcome’s just the same.
How think those words or sentiments are mine?
Mine neither to acknowledge nor resign!


2
‘Ad maiorem dei gloriam’ you require.
Ah, but it goes so hard, that rule I bear.
What do you know of love or heart’s desire?

Unequal match, hell-fire against the fire
Of mortal love, that joy beyond compare!
‘Ad maiorem dei gloriam’ you require.

I say, or whisper: truly nothing higher,
More worthy His regard, than what we share.
What do you know of love or heart’s desire?

O brethren, why so jealously conspire
That I such heartfelt verses should foreswear?
‘Ad maiorem dei gloriam’ you require.

Would you then have the penitent retire
And mime the words of his most fervent prayer?
What do you know of love or heart’s desire?

The flatterer, fraud, false friend and bare-faced liar
Can do as much – mere words, for all they
care.
‘Ad maiorem dei gloriam’ you require.

No lying mendicant, no glozing friar
Has so much and so little to declare.
What do you know of love or heart’s desire?

Poet or priest, they’re scarcely worth their hire
If they’ve such ordinances to beware.
‘Ad maiorem dei gloriam’ you require.
What do you know of love or heart’s desire?


3

We know you as we find you, troubadour.
We find you devious, know your errant ways.
It’s stray desires we’d have you answer for.

They stray from God when amorous rapport
O’erwhelms your spirit, misdirects your praise.
We know you as we find you, troubadour.

You say it’s allegory or metaphor,
The Petrarch ruse, but that’s seen better days:
It’s stray desires we’d have you answer for.

Why such pretences when the fleshly corps
Glorieux you lovers worship hold your gaze?
We know you as we find you, troubadour.

No matter your love-object – virgin, whore – 
You set it, the damnation-trap she lays.
It’s stray desires we’d have you answer for.

Know, then, the soul-seductress you implore
Once they’ve found favour, those erotic strays.
We know you as we find you, troubadour.

Know, too, how vain that pagan minstrel lore
For you, the Devil’s love-lorn protégés.
It’s stray desires we’d have you answer for.

And know, above all, that they burn the more
Intensely whose love-cravings fuel the blaze.
We know you as we find you, troubadour;
It’s stray desires we’d have you answer for.


4

O catechist, not ours to reason why
You search our inmost feelings as you do:
Your zeal exposes naught we should deny.

What if we lovers rate our joys so high
That they’re worth more than heaven’s bliss for you?
O catechist, not ours to reason why.

It’s love our earthly lives are measured by,
Love that sustains, redeems, and brings us through.
Your zeal exposes naught we should deny.

No joys or woes beneath our common sky
Save as our lives traverse its shades of blue.
O catechist, not ours to reason why.

And yet, it’s reason urges I defy
That rule that confiscates the poet’s due.
Your zeal exposes naught we should deny.

Not love alone but conscience has me cry
Out feelingly against your rack and screw.
O catechist, not ours to reason why.

How else then but by giving voice to my,
Not your, intent should I break that taboo?
Your zeal exposes naught we should deny.

For it’s in praise of love that verse may fly
To realms beyond your God’s-eye-blinkered view.
O catechist, not ours to reason why?
Your zeal exposes naught we should deny.


Poetry and Faith: a psychomachia (Arnaut Daniel)

No one has more clearly, in a few pages, exposed the twelfth-century anomaly – and yet the essential congruity – of the finest religious verse and the most brilliant blasphemous verse. To the present generation of versifiers, so deficient in devotion and so feeble in blasphemy, the twelfth century might offer an edifying subject of study.
		T. S. Eliot, review of Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the
 			Twelfth Century

It is certainly my opinion that first-rate blasphemy is one of the rarest things in literature, for it requires both literary genius and profound faith, joined in a mind in a peculiar and unusual state of spiritual sickness.
							Eliot, After Strange Gods

How slight the shift that damns the erstwhile blest.
O how immense, how infinite the stake!
Almost I’d damn myself for sinners’ sake,
Snatch curse from blessing, fail the one last test,
Blaspheme, join Satan in the burning lake.
How slight the shift that damns the erstwhile blest.
O how immense, how infinite the stake!
Two impulses join battle in my breast:
That faith should conquer doubt yet conscience make
Full plain which side humanity must take.
How slight the shift that damns the erstwhile blest!
O how immense, how infinite the stake!
Almost I’d damn myself for sinners’ sake.

No faith so fervent but damnation lurks;
Where it burns brightest, there the danger lies:
Worst blasphemy may come in saintliest guise,
The Devil’s deeds in what seem godly works.
That’s why both potentates have set their spies:
No faith so fervent but damnation lurks;
Where it burns brightest, there the danger lies.
Look there, a watchful demon sees and smirks
Each time your guardian angel blinks and sighs,
Then notes the blasphemy and veils his eyes.
No faith so fervent but damnation lurks.
Where it burns brightest, there the danger lies.
Almost I’d damn myself for sinners’ sake.

It’s this verse-practice I’m inclined to blame.
The rhymes and forms send thought and faith astray,
Those signposts twisted from the narrow way:
How then should we poor poets hold our aim?
God grant rhymes bend no ears on Judgment Day!
It’s this verse-practice I’m inclined to blame;
The rhymes and forms send thought and faith astray.
Like love, the poet’s art brings praise and shame,
The world’s applause, the errant soul’s dismay
As Hell gapes wide where once salvation lay.
It’s this verse-practice I’m inclined to blame.
The rhymes and forms send thought and faith astray,
Those signposts twisted from the narrow way.

Syntax and prosody, unruly pair!
Make their dérèglement your running theme
And see how verse turns ‘worship’ to ‘blaspheme’
As creeds undo themselves and meanings err.
Should faith be worsted by a formal scheme?
Syntax and prosody, unruly pair!
Make their dérèglement your running theme
And soon enough you’ll find the truth right there.
No matter how close-channelled now they seem
Those contraflows will stir things up downstream.
Syntax and prosody, unruly pair!
Make their dérèglement your running theme
And see how verse turns ‘worship’ to ‘blaspheme’.

What else but faith has true love hold its course?
Where but in passion should our verse take fire?
It’s faith sustains all vectors of desire,
Whether divine or amorous their source,
Lest spirit pine or fevered flesh retire.
What else but faith has true love hold its course?
Where but in passion should our verse take fire?
Yet think: what if that same sustaining force
Of faith brings passions more than we require
To meet that need – how then might they transpire?
What else but faith has true love hold its course?
Where but in passion should our verse take fire?
It’s faith sustains all vectors of desire.

Faith falls to blasphemy when passion reigns.
As fideists heat up, so words transmute.
The zealot’s harvest yields a bitter fruit,
Made all the bitterer for his earthly pains:
Past that point it’s damnation’s quickest route.
Faith falls to blasphemy when passion reigns.
As fideists heat up, so words transmute
And show each arsenal of faith contains
Explosive power no reckoning can compute
And self-aimed shots no atheist can out-shoot.
Faith falls to blasphemy when passion reigns.
As fideists heat up, so words transmute:
The zealot’s harvest yields a bitter fruit.

None deeper damned than who most brightly burn;
Show me your saints, I’ll show you Satan’s pick, 
Those souls reprieved from hellfire in a tick
When God’s will took a last decisive turn,
Or they reviewed their options double-quick.
None deeper damned than who most brightly burn;
Show me your saints, I’ll show you Satan’s pick!
They save themselves who most adroitly learn
To keep up, change tack, never miss a trick,
And second-guess God’s strange arithmetic.
None deeper damned than who most brightly burn!
Show me your saints, I’ll show you Satan’s pick, 
Those souls reprieved from hellfire in a tick.

Whence this rank heresy I dare propose:
Might blasphemy not be faith’s most perfect gauge,
Belief best vouched by unbeliever’s rage?
No proof like that an acid test bestows
Or trial to test the mettle of our age!
Whence this rank heresy I dare propose:
Might blasphemy not be faith’s most perfect gauge?
For who but the blaspheming sceptic knows
At what last, self-excoriating stage
Of faith its convert once more turns the page?  
Whence this rank heresy I dare propose:
Might blasphemy not be faith’s most perfect gauge,
Belief best vouched by unbeliever’s rage?

What then of this twelfth century after Christ?
How stands it with our faith, our state of grace?
One clue: start out with the blasphemer’s case,
Then test precisely how redemption’s priced
Or what wild oath ensures it not take place.
What then of this twelfth century after Christ? 
How stands it with our faith, our state of grace?
Think not they’re all too easily enticed,
Those arch-blasphemers: theirs the call to face
Past selves and God in all that they debase.
What then of this twelfth century after Christ?
How stands it with our faith, our state of grace?
One clue: start out with the blasphemer’s case.

Then you’ll stand there at faith’s blind precipice,
Try rankest heresy against God’s word,
Weigh every claim, no matter how absurd,
As if to say: how should we settle this
When it’s by God alone the case is heard?
Then you’ll stand there at faith’s blind precipice:
Try rankest heresy against God’s word.
Eternal punishment, eternal bliss – 
Strict bivalence, flat choice, no failsafe third,
Our schoolmen-rule, at his behest concurred.
Then you’ll stand there at faith’s blind precipice,
Try rankest heresy against God’s word,
Weigh every claim, no matter how absurd.

Sometimes I think we poets may suspend
That rule, grant words and thought more ample scope
For reaching out to promontories of hope
Far out beyond where schoolmen-rules extend,
As now glimpsed distantly through rhyme or trope.
Sometimes I think we poets may suspend
That rule, grant words and thought more ample scope,
As when our words say more than we intend
Or some chance intimation bids us grope
Our way to heaven’s gate or slippery slope.
Sometimes I think we poets may suspend
That rule, grant words and thought more ample scope
To fix their sights on promontories of hope.

These errant thoughts I often entertain,
Thoughts damnable, the schoolman in me fears,
Like them, the faithful, my unthinking peers,
Or like myself till certain truths stood plain
As thought out-troped its custom-fixed frontiers.
These errant thoughts I often entertain
(Thoughts damnable, the schoolman in me fears)
Such as: ‘your quiddities are all in vain
If used to prop a blind faith that adheres
To ancient lore, like Ptolemy’s crystal spheres’.
These errant thoughts I often entertain,
Thoughts damnable, the schoolman in me fears,
Like them, the faithful, my unthinking peers.


Consequences


The awful daring of a moment’s surrender
Which an age of prudence can never retract.
By this, and this only, we have existed.

				T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land


‘Tom and Viv’ . . . . is notable not for Vivien, but for her husband and his immersion in the dark side of the English upper middle class, whose repression matched his own perfectly and disastrously. Wanting to leave his American past behind, Eliot carried a stifling puritanism right back where it came from.

		Caryn James, ‘The Dark Side of Genius and Its Supporting Cast’, 
New York Times, December 2nd, 1994


Slightly rephrased: ‘the awful daring
Of a moment’s surrender
Whose consequences an age
Of prudence can never retract’.

Easier to kid oneself ‘past caring!’,
Recall some kindlier words that lend a
More lenient gloss, or else re-stage
Things just to keep self-worth intact.

Not so for you, since it’s by airing
That thought you’d hope to tender
Some claim to grace, or turn the page
On vita ante acta fact.

Not quite your thing, such conscience-baring,
And does sound more like your agenda,
Old Possum, of new ways to assuage
A conscience not unduly racked

But keen enough to view past erring
As a chance for the offender
To soul-commune so we can gauge
What pangs the memory must exact.

For though it looks so un-self-sparing
You come out as a strong contender
For the joint title ‘saint and sage’
Through all those hefty odds you’ve stacked

Against yourself, then by declaring – 
Albeit in words apt to engender
No foretaste of a sinner’s wage – 
Your owning-up to all it’s lacked

So far, that split life you’re comparing
With Augustine’s and all that send a
Like message: see soul’s appanage
Restored once old stuff’s been unpacked!

All very well, such conscience-squaring,
Though scarcely apt to cloak in splendour
The pious soul who seeks to cage
Past sins through a two-sided pact,

God-soul, soul-God, or some such pairing
Whereby he thus contrives to blend a
Judge-penitent’s submission with the mage-
Like tone of one securely Heaven-tracked.

For it’s a poet’s prayer you’re sharing,
A hope your God won’t mind you’ve penned a
Reader-backed prayer sure to engage
All us with like sins to redact!

Even so your God might find it wearing
Next time you beg that He should bend a
Not too vindictive ear, not rage
At ‘Tom and Viv, the Split: Last Act’.







Bones and Bracelets

When my grave is broke up again
  	Some second guest to entertain,
         (For graves have learn'd that woman head
         To be to more than one a bed)
               And he that digs it, spies
A bracelet of bright hair about the bone,
               Will he not let'us alone,
And think that there a loving couple lies,
Who thought that this device might be some way
To make their souls, at the last busy day,
Meet at this grave, and make a little stay?

				John Donne, ‘The Relic’

One of the major factors that confounds [osteo-archaeology] is that of the osteological paradox . . . . A major component of this theory is that humans who suffer from acute, lethal forms of disease typically do not live long enough for the infection to reach the bone and produce skeletal changes. Patients are therefore not diagnosed with any conditions during osteological examination. Those who developed chronic illnesses, showed resistance, or were able to successfully manage the disease for many years would show bone changes that lead to diagnosis. 
  	Etta Coleman, ‘The Osteological Paradox and Biomolecular Analysis’

1

A puzzle: once they’re in the bone,
The signs of that disease,
There’s much that still remains unknown
For all our expertise.

Thing is, we palaeo-sleuths are prone
To error when we seize
On bone-based ‘evidence’ alone
As offering all the keys.

Or think: if the disease had grown
To such a stage as these
Few bones reveal, then all that’s shown
Is that the elbows, knees,

And so forth must have held their own
Long-term, which guarantees
A state of health fit to postpone
Mortality’s last squeeze.

Bad cases hit the lethal zone
Too soon for referees
To OK age-stats or condone
Those dud hypotheses

That take on board some overblown
New finding just to please
The team or not to have it thrown
Off course by every breeze.

Two centuries hence and cortisone
Will do yet more to tease
The arbiters for every groan
It spares the parolees!

Like getting blood out of a stone,
Their striving to appease
The ghoulish gods and so atone
For bone-deep auguries!


2

Take heart: Donne’s ‘bracelet of bright hair
About the bone’ might do
To quell the feelings of despair
This may induce in you.

‘Take comfort in it and you err’
Was Parson Eliot’s view;
A dark conceit, and one to scare
The reader through and through.

Best we stay always death-aware
And shudder dead on cue
When that stark image tells us ‘there
You’ll end, you lovers too!’.

But why should not we mortals dare
Derive what comfort’s due
To transient flesh from its small share
Of love’s bright revenue?

The palaeo-osteopaths declare
‘Fresh errors must accrue
Each time you trip the subtle snare
That sends your charts askew’.

Gaunt Dr. Donne preached ‘Just prepare
For death, you mortal crew!’,
And made his point by leading prayer
Encoffined – quite a coup!

Still it’s a trifle doctrinaire,
His call that each should rue
Their past life as a rum affair
(And him just forty-two!).

Let’s think there’s memory-space to spare
Where lovers may construe
Such bright remains as treasures rare
And fine though precious few.
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Even the old-bone doctors may
Take comfort of a kind
In how those shining braids display
What science leaves behind.

Overmuch stress on mortal clay,
As in their case, might find
Less time for thoughts of Judgement Day
Than hopes to keep in mind

The bracelet’s time-annulling way
To leave them close-entwined,
Two lovers else condemned to stray
Like twin halves unaligned.

And though the braids may chance to fray,
The bracelet-strands unwind,
Still there’ll be traces to convey
The brightness there enshrined.

It’s what they miss who blithely say
‘Duff sample: unassigned’,
Or ‘insufficient DNA’,
Or ‘that old double-bind,

That paradox that always lay
In wait for us, declined
Our overtures, and made us pay
With our bone-crunching grind’.


4

Let’s grant the poet, young Jack Donne
(Before the winding-sheet
And death-watch stuff) just how fine-spun
Its threads are, that conceit,

The way it half-accepts how un-
Equipped it is to beat
The hard-head realists, or run
A knock-down case to cheat

Death of its sting (that’s kept as one
For later use), or treat
Such weighty themes in hopes to stun
The Inns of Court elite

With points of order to outgun
The sharpest by some feat
Of dialectic such that none
Would venture to compete.

Let paradox then have its fun
With medics and repeat
Death’s harsh retort to all we’ve done
So links not self-delete.

For it’s by hair’s-breadth ties they’re won,
As when the lovers greet
Yet shoo away the rising Sun
Of Donne’s aubade, or meet

Death’s menace with a racy pun,
A jest that’s bitter-sweet
Since with first light its work’s begun
To shadow life’s retreat.


Both Sides Now (homage to Louis MacNeice)


This poem is based on a verse-form or stanza-scheme devised by Louis MacNeice for his much-discussed poem entitled ‘The Sunlight on the Garden’. The four six-line stanzas are built of trimeters except for line 5 which is a dimeter. The rhyme pattern is decidedly unusual – and hard to bring off – since it requires that in each stanza there is a strict rhyming relation between the ends of lines 1 and 3 and the beginnings of lines 2 and 4. The verse structure is additionally strengthened by end-rhymes between lines 2, 4 and 5, plus scattered instances of assonance and alliteration. Here the topic is male infidelity or sexual licence together with youthful group adulation of the rogue male, leading to his eventual come-uppance in terms of declining conquests and resultant loss of esteem. His is the voice in the first two stanzas while his entourage provides a moralising chorus for the remaining nine. 


‘Give words no dying fall, love,
Lest all love end that way,
And love itself turn treachery
Once lechery’s won the day.
For, sad to say,
Lust had the winning call, love.

Then love turns cynic soon, love,
And when love takes that turn
There’s no ‘we’ll-see-it-through’, love,
No true love to re-learn,
As lust’s slow burn
Flames like the Sun at noon, love.’

You tell her you regret it,
Won’t let it break her trust,
That she whom you love dearly,
Not sheerly out of lust,
For love’s sake must,
This last time, just forget it.

No matter, then, how heinous
Your Janus-faced deceit,
You’ll soon be back in favour
And savour how your cheat
Still works a treat,
Thrice-told to entertain us.

Truth is, old mate, we’re blinking,
Not winking – wishing we’d
Not set you off, us votaries-
Turned-notaries who plead
With you to heed
The signs of what we’re thinking.

For we, so long complicit,
Won‘t miss it this time round,
Our chance to say you’ve lost us,
Cost us the love-tilled ground
We erstwhile found
So precious we could kiss it.

So call us guilty parties
Whose art is to evade
The sorts of real-life crisis
That vice’s card, once played,
Won’t let him trade
For true love offered gratis.

We’d always half-admired him,
Desired him to accept
Us novice-grade heart-breakers,
Forsakers, guys adept
At just what kept
Alive the spark that fired him.

Now each illicit fixture’s
A mixture, as before,
Of chutzpah and anxiety
Lest piety implore
We cease to shore
Him up, our tribal trickster.

See how those memories haunt
And taunt him, have him spaniel
Old mates at heel, cast glances,
Muff chances – flesh-flayed Nathaniel,
Not lion’s-den Daniel
With angel’s aid to flaunt. 

No moral here, no dawning,
Last-warning chance to read
Doom’s screed, Belshazzar-fashion,
But, passion past, what he’d
Now chiefly need:
One voice to quiet their scorning.






Dawn, Autogenesis (Paul Valéry)

 . . . . as if there were a moment (extremely fragile) in which you are not yet the person that you are, and you could come back to life as someone else.

Paul Valéry, Notebooks


Dawn, autogenesis: a time to shed
The memories, feelings, thoughts, distinctive traits,
And sense of self that, when I went to bed
Last night, assured me of the myriad ways
My life to date with all its works and days
Would see me through to dawn and so restore,
When I awake, a link with all that went before.

Else who’s to know – that nagging childhood dread
Not quite thrown off, still oddly apt to faze
The adult brain – all that we took as read
About ourselves, about the I that stays
Unchanged, or near enough, through every phase
Of sleep and serves reliably to shore
Me up at times when no mind’s eye stands guarantor.

Yet, once again, how should I think to head
It off, that fear, by any thought that lays
Such question-begging stress on what I’m bred
Up to confirm (like some of Piaget’s
More senior infants) by the role it plays
In helping day-wake cogitos explore
Their world, not souls bereft of overnight rapport?

Yet there’s the poet Valéry who said
Why bother with those tedious resumés
Of vita ante acta fit to shred
With last week’s newspapers, those sad arrays
Of sepia-tinted homage hindsight pays
To some idea that they might underscore
The precious few life-likenesses those snapshots bore?

Have done with all that stuff and strive instead
To count days past days vanished; doze or laze
A moment, then suppose a new life spread
Before you as the compass-needle strays
From yesterday’s true North, new scenes amaze
Your eye, and there beyond the sliding door
It’s daily branching lives-to-come life holds in store.

Perhaps he thought to ease the heavy tread
Of that French verse tradition, to erase
By self-forgetting all the weight of dead
Forms, alexandrines, and ornate clichés
That hung like mouldy fruit on every phrase
And told him: mute those classic strains, ignore
Such antique stuff, or save it for your reject drawer!

New self at each new dawn: that’s where it led,
This thought of Valéry’s that might well craze
A lesser artist, yet in his case fed
A mind abstraction-cooled though set ablaze
By thinking that methodically essays
A path beyond the rigid either/or
Of prose and poetry – academicians’ law!

They err who think a life-conserving thread
Must link today’s hello with yesterday’s
Goodbye lest self be so discomfited
By sleep’s intrusion that some deep malaise
Must seize it. Au contraire: the self betrays
Its indigence by treating as a flaw
That nightly lapse by which true poets always swore!


Valedictions: an update (Donne)


Our two souls therefore, which are one,
   	Though I must go, endure not yet
A breach, but an expansion,
   	Like gold to airy thinness beat.

If they be two, they are two so
   	As stiff twin compasses are two;
Thy soul, the fixed foot, makes no show
   	To move, but doth, if the other do.

And though it in the centre sit,
   	Yet when the other far doth roam,
It leans and hearkens after it,
   	And grows erect, as that comes home.

				John Donne, ‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’


Donne’s compass metaphor: it works a treat!
What better visual analogue for all
Those fantasy-stocked travels, ports of call,
Flesh-stirring thoughts, and – as the fine conceit
Unfolds – the prospect, mission once complete,
Of setting out on the long homeward haul
When it’s not soul alone that now stands tall,
Nor the proud flags of Raleigh’s loot-filled fleet,
But that priapic tribute to the reign
Of Eros with its centre fixed to keep
The roving phallus harbour-bound again,
Its motions nostos-guided as they sweep
Sea-segments out and finally attain
What steered him through the months of fevered sleep.

We travel further, faster, fly apart
At speeds no compass-wielder could aspire
To match, devising routes so pent desire
Might find its end prefigured from the start
Of all our navigations and the heart
Take comfort, through vicissitudes as dire
As Donne’s, in working out what we require
Of post-Euclidean geometries to chart
The quickest way. Yet how should we compute 
That passage from his compass with its twin-
Step halting progress, or – an aid to suit
Such means – a compass-needle’s giddy spin
As ‘new philosophy’ bids us reboot
Our system lest some polar shift kicks in!

Clearly, we stand in need of more advanced
Or quantum-savvy updates to achieve
That distance-shrinking trick of his, take leave
Of the 3-D coordinates that chanced
To fit the poet’s needs as he romanced
His absent love, and help us now retrieve
From this long parting all we may conceive
Of our remote entanglement enhanced,
As if through soul-telepathy, by those
Conjugate particles sent spinning out
From singlet source on pathways that impose
A cosmic separation yet without
Disturbance to the inverse ratios 
Whose holding good when measured stills all doubt.

**Some experts say we draw false hope from this,
Take specious comfort from the quantum state
Where eigenvalues anti-correlate
At superluminal velocities
And therefore cannot (this is what we miss,
They say) allow us to communicate
Our loving thoughts and wishes at some rate
Beyond what spoiler Einstein rules we kiss
Resignedly goodbye. And should we then
Take up the ‘hidden variables’ idea
Of in-the-source spin-values fixed from when
The singlet splits to million-fold light-year
Remoteness, still it seems the quantum gen
Says: no go – all the data make that clear!

Take courage: it’s the orthodox QM
Équipe, signed up by Heisenberg and Bohr
To play for Copenhagen, who may score
On team-points yet be heard to grunt ahem
When, maths aside, the burden falls to them
Of giving those equations something more
Robust to work with than esprit de corps
Permits, or something they’d at once condemn
As downright heretic. It’s back to Donne,
But Donne with knobs on, Donne whose intellect
Kept up with all the triumphs lately won
By science, chief among them the effect
Of new astronomy on old tales spun
By zealots of the geo-centrist sect.

Love, we may cleave to this, my realist take
On hidden variables, to lend a slant
More tolerant of absences, or grant
A sense of them that’s less inclined to make
Of each long-distance stretch a looming break
In all the means by which we self-enchant
To make-believe some distant confidante
Is, even now, just stirring half-awake
To an incoming call. I put it thus,
Doubt-hedged or duly qualified, to meet
You honestly on this: better for us
Not to stake every bet on those discrete
Entangled quantum ties where one odd plus
Or minus may cause hearts to skip a beat.

Yet don’t give up too soon on in-the-source
Spin-values, those that correlate way back
To my first setting forth. Then we shall track
The pilot-wave that set my journey’s course,
Kept us in touch and, by its occult force,
Ensured our privacy since none could hack
Such public-key cryptography or crack
A code secure against the trojan horse
Of viruses and malware. Why then deem
Our situation better served or worse
Than Donne’s, he with his compass-aided dream
Of rapt homecoming, we with dreams to nurse
By quantum riffs on that Odyssean theme
Rejigged for lovelorn travellers to rehearse.

It goes with me as with all those who bank
On love, luck, hope, a following wind, calm seas,
Quantum entanglement, or geometry’s
Constructive consolations to outflank
The yawning absences. What else to thank
For sanity preserved, the stirring breeze
After long doldrums, and, along with these,
The thought-charged sensibility that shrank
Whole oceans in a trice. No leap of mind
But leaps thought-continents, discovers new
Synaptic routes, and promises the kind
Of dread-dispelling strength the poet drew
From those twin compasses that redefined
What absence, love, and intellect could do.

So with those quantum states: let no-one think
Them otiose, the wire-drawn metaphors
And images from physics that give pause
To sticklers who suspect an artful kink
Of thought yet serve, as once for Donne, to shrink
An irksome stretch of days, give lovers cause
For hope, and have them thus suspend the laws
Of solar time: ‘eclipse them with a wink’.
The point goes wider: poetry does best
By love when feeling or emotion stay
In touch with thought, when passion thinks to test
Itself against what counter-passions may
Be thrown up by a thinking well abreast
Of science past and science present-day.

Say ‘No concern of ours, that science stuff,
A tedious irrelevance’, and you’ll
Most likely end up playing jester-fool
To false imaginings and, soon enough,
Regret your role when reason calls the bluff 
Of inchoate feelings never sent to school
With Donne’s twin compasses, or with the rule
Of thought-primed analogues more apt to slough
Desponding passions off. They err who speak
Of love as feeling’s home-domain, a space
Where thinking takes back seat, and where you seek
In vain for wit’s capacity to brace
Love’s rapture or despair with its oblique
Yet spirit-healing charge. Else you’ll back-trace
The line of wit from Donne’s commanding peak
To Silver Age refrains on lyric commonplace.
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