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Note to Readers:

These English versions often depart from their German originals in ways that I explain more fully in the Foreword. As fair warning to the reader I have selected the three most extreme instances of such liberty-taking – ‘Archaic Torso of Apollo (B)’, ‘God in the Medieval Ages’, and ‘Abishag’ – and put them up front after ‘Early Apollo’ which usually (and appropriately) heads the entire sequence of Neue Gedichte. ‘Archaic Torso B’ pushes hard in the satirical direction while ‘God in the Medieval Ages’ and ‘Abishag’ stretch to the limit my idea of engaging creatively with Rilke’s poetry and sometimes allowing the resultant text to expand far beyond the length of the original. These are followed by three shorter poems which stop well short of those extremes, often staying close to Rilke’s topic, outlook, and – so far as possible – verse-structure. Then come another three, likewise scaled to the original, though in other ways more adventurous so that readers can gauge what’s to come in terms of tonal and variety and contrast.
All the same it occurs to me that readers might welcome some preliminary idea of just what to expect, or just what I intended in terms of ‘fidelity’ versus ‘creativity’. In some (rather few) cases there is minimal departure from classical norms of strict, faithful, or ‘accurate’ rendering. In others, just as few, there is a maximal (by my lights) degree of creative-interpretative licence. The former involve the rather different kind of inventiveness that comes up with technical means – rhyme-schemes, metrics, verse-structures, syntactic devices – to manage the transition from one natural language to another with least perceived change in terms of generic, expressive, or tonal character. ‘Creativity’ is a much-abused term nowadays in its academic and popular-cultural as well as corporate usage, not to mention practices like ‘creative accounting’ or ‘creative truth-telling’, but here it makes no pre-emptive claims to literary worth beyond what the reader is prepared to endorse. My only dog in that sometimes none too salubrious race is to propose the category of ‘creative translation’, like that of ‘creative criticism’, as a legitimate one and not just another attempt to carve out a space for some novel or hybrid offering. To anyone who is outraged by my more licentious renderings I would say that Rilke is a consummate formalist too often dismissed as such by the partisans of ‘free verse’, whatever that oxymoronic term is taken to signify. Irreverent, even parodic or satirical translations will do no harm to the original – or the reader’s apprehension of it – if they show that such verse-forms are fully adaptable to other, less dignified or high-toned purposes.  
Some of Rilke’s longer poems have numbered stanzas, sections or divisions so I have used numerals to mark these, as in the originals, and alphabetic capitals for those cases where A is my relatively ‘straight’ translation and B my parody, re-working, riposte, or markedly ‘deviant’ rendering. In a few cases there are poems tagged ‘B’ but lacking an ‘A’-type counterpart. This signals that my translation started out as the latter kind of treatment and didn’t go through the prior stage on account of what I took to be the original’s call for an attitudinally distanced approach. Whether readers will judge that response appropriate will no doubt vary from case to case and reader to reader. In only three instances – ‘God in the Middle Ages’, ‘Abishag’, and ‘The Women Sing to the Poet’ – did I feel obliged to acknowledge something like full authorship because my version was very much longer than the original and went off in very pointedly different directions. In a fourth case – ‘After the Fire’ (CN) – mine was an entirely  new piece prompted by, but in no defensible sense translated from, the Rilke poem of that title. Some other B-texts push the line pretty hard but do, I think, fall within one or other of the genres listed in the first paragraph of my Foreword.




















Foreword
This is a book of Rilke translations, mainly from the two volumes of Neue Gedichte (New Poems), published 1907/8. Some of them I call ‘translations’ only by a longish though I hope not abusive stretch of that term. ‘Versions’, ‘reworkings’, ‘verse-glosses’, ‘rejoinders’, ‘creative misprisions’, ‘parodies’, ‘satires’, or ‘flytings’ might be more appropriate from case to case, with ‘take-down’ and ‘gentle dig’ as further options. One reason for this  is that I have mixed feelings about Rilke’s poetry and want my versions – let’s settle for that – to reflect those feelings and find the most effective means to convey them. On the one hand I greatly admire his formal dexterity, prosodic skill, and wonderfully close, attentive and detailed engagement with specific objects or events. On the other I dislike his lapses – as I see them – into a kind of vaguely ecumenical mysticism and his often fuzzily expressed appeal to a higher dimension where such details tend to disappear in a swirl of vaporous spiritual uplift. Some may feel that the latter response should have been enough to put me off the whole project before it got started. I think, on the contrary, that such conflicts are a good, a creative and in many ways liberating point from which to undertake poetic translation in my albeit capacious understanding of the word. 
	That there are ‘two Rilkes’, or two very different aspects of his work, is a claim borne out by the way his readership divides between ‘serious’ devotees, scholars and critics included, and a wider community chiefly attracted by his mystical-spiritual concerns. Still it may be said that this distinction breaks down on the fact that Rilke’s many poems about angels, alchemy, divine transcendence, and suchlike topics have themselves received a good deal of detailed commentary from philosophically-minded commentators. As will be evident from these versions I have little sympathy with the broadly spiritualist approach and not much more for attempts to give it a deeper, more articulate, or less portentously high-toned expression. Avoiding it while doing the poems justice has involved quite a range of alternative choices among genres, verse-forms, rhyme-schemes, tonalities, meters, rhythmic inflections, and – of course – kinds and degrees of ‘poetic licence’. By this I mean the freedom, variously exercised, to adopt a certain distance of irony, detachment, quizzical address, partial dissent, or more-or-less overt disagreement. Again, I would say to objectors that such licence is allowable so long as it is poetically earned, i.e., formally achieved and communicated, and in so far as it embodies a defensible case for the judgement in question.
This goes along with a shift of axis as regards the generic predominance of lyric in a large proportion of Rilke’s poems and, even more so, in English translations of them. The slant of my versions resists what I see/hear as lyric’s tendency, especially when linked with mystical themes, to focus on intensely personal or private feelings to the detriment of larger, publicly accessible since rational-discursive modes of poetic address.  The latter work best when conducted in the mode of what William Empson, its great exemplar, handily described as ‘argufying’, that is, something short of logical reasoning with clearly-defined truth-values but reasonable enough to get its points across effectively within a  context of social-communicative discourse. English verse-practice in the wake of literary Romanticism and Modernism has focused too much on the lyric attributes of metaphor, symbol, and first-person subjective (or confessional) utterance and not enough on those of syntactic structure and discursive thought. The result has very often been a loss of intellectual acuity and depth linked with a retreat to the sorts of largely private symbol-system or dreamed-up mythology that Yeats did much to promote, albeit saved from the worst of his own ‘spiritual’ excesses by strength of poetic technique. These Rilke translations continue that argument, sometimes by adopting the kind of distanced perspective I mentioned above, sometimes through comedy, irony, or parody, and sometimes by a clearly marked genre-shift that has its own critical-evaluative points to make. 
My comparison of Rilke and Yeats may help to make the point that irrationalism in poetry has its own very real and historically evidenced dangers, not least in that post-Romantic German idealist legacy whose persistence in the guise of ‘aesthetic ideology’ has lately come in for a good deal of diagnostic comment. What complicates matters with Rilke is that the poems where that mystical-symbolist toning predominates stand alongside others where the syntax, rhyme-scheme, meter, verse-rhythms and propositional (sometimes narrative) content often work to very different effect. In these latter – among them his shrewdly angled re-tellings of biblical tales or ancient Greek or ‘oriental’ myths, legends and allegories – there’s already a strong hold for the kinds of dialogical engagement that my versions undertake. The same applies with those pieces, like ‘God in the Middle Ages’, where a fictitious but representative speaker rehearses arguments (in this case social-ethical-theological) about issues that involve some Empsonian poetic ‘argufying’, if not quite with Empson’s degree of intellectual acuity. I think they are all the stronger for that, and in consequence likelier – so far as my versions go – to provoke ‘translation’ in the form of implied running commentary rather than satire or parody. Partly it is a matter of the verse-form and syntax holding Rilke’s fondness for mystical, symbolist, or transcendental themes to a tighter, more answerable standard of communicative warrant. But partly, I should own, it has to do with the ultimate privacy – the highly subjective and idiosyncratic nature – of a poetry wedded to symbol or myth as its main expressive resource.
What I am presenting here is a case for literary translation as a prime instance of ‘creative criticism’, one that claims the licence to practise its craft without overly tight or self-hobbling restraints on its range of inventive linguistic and generic possibilities. In some cases I push this claim pretty far, as with my second version of ‘Archaic Torso of Apollo’ where anachronisms, slang, topical up-datings, and a highly irreverent tonal shift make it clear that the poem – along with most existing translations of it – are here coming in for some (I think) suitably debunking treatment. Other examples may be found wherever I have included two consecutive versions A and B of the same Rilke original and where the change from (roughly speaking) ‘straight’ translation to version or re-working is signalled by a corresponding change of tone, register, cultural/historical setting, or speaker viewpoint. Examples include ‘Angels’, ‘Leda’, ‘Don Juan’s Childhood’, ‘Dog’ (with verse-riposte), ‘David Before Saul’, ‘A Woman’s Fate’ (Version B I think a well-deserved put-down), ‘Autumn Day’, ‘Last Evening’, ‘Sisters’, ‘Self-Portrait’, ‘In the Drawing-Room’, ‘Venice Out of Season’, ‘Gold’, ‘The Stranger’, and ‘Lament for Antinous’. I list them here by way of polite warning to readers whose sensibilities might be offended by such an irreverent treatment of hallowed texts. Such readers might also welcome my assurance that the same poems also receive a ‘straight’ translation that comes closer than most to respecting their salient formal, prosodic and tonal exigencies as well as their thematic and expressive intent. 
Elsewhere it is more a matter of contriving to suggest other angles from which the topic might be viewed, or alternative perspectives in which its overly portentous expression might be subject  to ironic, humourous or less-than-reverential handling. One thinks here of Brecht on the superiority of comedy over tragedy as a stimulus to progressive political thought through its nipping across social or class divisions and its outlook of cheerful resilience as regards the eternal tragic verities of death, isolation, and suffering. This preference is clearly reflected in Brecht’s plays with their avoidance of tragic catharsis on account of its direct emotional impact and its consequent failure to make audiences think about the horrors, iniquities, and political chicaneries they have just witnessed. But it is equally present in his poetry where the imperatives of action, commitment and clear thinking are placed very firmly above those of subjectivity, empathy, or personal authenticity. In this respect Rilke’s poetry – or much of it – is about as un-Brechtian as it is possible for poems to be. There is much to be said for translation as a critical-creative practice where these issues can be raised through an active engagement with texts that may as often conceal or occlude them. 
To that extent translation may choose to share the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ often taken to characterise modern discourses like those of Freudian psychoanalysis, Marxist Ideologiekritik, and Derridean deconstruction. However this still permits – indeed requires – that translation should respect certain basic constraints as regards both the content or gist of the original and certain crucial aspects of its formal structure. Conveying enough of the gist to make critical engagement possible – that is, to give the reader an adequate sense of just what it is you’re criticizing – must surely be taken as a minimal condition for anything that counts as a translation rather than, say, a piece of free-wheeling associative wordplay. My versions of Rilke may sometimes seem to stretch this working precept beyond any reasonable limit. All the same I have operated a kind of compensation-scheme by which any significant departure in terms of expressive intent, point of view, or emotional investment is made up for – so to speak – by respect for the poet’s keen-eared sense of what gives a poem the formal strength to provoke (and survive) such irreverent treatment. That Rilke is a formalist who pays close attention to verse structure and prosody despite his often (to my mind) excessively vatic matter and manner is one reason for my attempting what might otherwise seem an odd, even perverse undertaking. ‘Form’ in the broad sense is that which gives poetry its power to communicate despite large distances of historical, geographical, cultural, intellectual, and – not least – temperamental standpoint. If I have modified Rilke’s rhyme-schemes and metrics it is always in order to find the best course between sedulous adherence to the original and licentious willingness to let its formal features go in the passage to a different language and cultural context. Formalism is more an attitude of respect for certain overarching poetic priorities than a set of one-for-one structural links or equivalences.
This applies especially to instances of satirical or debunking treatment, like my ‘Archaic Torso’ send-up, which make a point of sticking to the original form – in this case a sonnet with irregular sestet – while conserving main elements of metaphor, symbol, and thematic continuity. One can thereby claim a decent title to be offering a ‘translation’ in something akin to standard ideas of what the term implies, that is, ideas about textual fidelity and respect for authorial intention, however sharp or pronounced the implied difference of views. All the same such differences make it a perverse and in any case futile endeavour to carry formal replication to the point of resolutely following Rilke’s original verse structures, rhyme-schemes, or metrics. Doing so can be a welcome challenge in certain striking cases but will more often come across as stilted or artificial. At its most obvious this has to do with the differences between what German and English require of a reasonably clear, syntactically coherent (where called for), and stylistically appropriate rendering. Besides, for all his formal self-consciousness, Rilke does often vary the canonical forms, especially rhyme-schemes, sometimes undeniably to telling effect but elsewhere with no very clear purpose in mind and – to my ear – unnecessarily throwing away what might have worked better had he stuck with tradition. Thus he’ll sometimes permit himself a dangler, an unpaired end-of-line phoneme, in an otherwise impeccably structured stanza where it lacks any companion rhyme or prosodic reason. In such cases I have mostly felt free to make good the anomaly, perhaps because it sounded better in English and did more to point up the poem’s sense, but mainly because it accorded more closely with Rilke’s best, most effective verse-practice. 
Of course there is always that choice for translators of poetry as to how far they should go in seeking to preserve formal-generic features of the text or, conversely, in striving for ‘natural’, idiomatic or expressive usage. What makes Rilke’s case both difficult and rewarding is the extent to which this and other choices are bound up with issues at the heart of his complex reception-history. At times – as in ‘A Woman’s Fate’, ‘Leda’, and ‘A Woman in Love’ – I have stretched poet-translator’s licence so far as to admit a dialogical, even adversarial engagement with the poem, specifically with regard to the vexed question of Rilke’s writing on love and sexuality. Elsewhere, as with well-known, echt-Rilkean pieces like ‘Autumn Day’ or ‘Angels’, I have taken the less confrontational course of offering first a relatively ‘faithful’, i.e., formally and tonally consonant rendering and then, for those who want it, a dissident, parodic, or in some way alternative view. Then again, some of Rilke’s originals, such as ‘Gold’, ‘The Courtesan’, and ‘Venice Out of Season’, are themselves clearly marked by traces of ironic or debunking intent which I have drawn out mainly through shifts of register toward something often bawdier, coarser, and altogether less ‘spiritual’. Clearly much of this goes way past the bounds of normal, acceptable translator’s licence but my point in these renderings is precisely to maintain that translation can and should overstep those bounds where the original requires, invites, or obliquely solicits  such treatment.  In only one instance – ‘After the Fire’ – have I responded to Rilke’s poem with a longish one of my own which touches on the memory of a strikingly similar childhood event. 
Another departure, perhaps even more provocative as translations go, is my having expanded a few pieces to lengths far in excess of the original, and in one instance to four times the total line-count. The reason – call it pretext, maybe excuse – is that the poem in question (‘A Scholastic Caution: God in the Medieval Ages’) struck me as more pressingly in need of commentary, gloss, or immanent critique than those where such provision could readily be made by hint, nuance or tonal inflection without over-stretching the length-limit. While accepting that some will think this an impertinence I would argue, again, that the boundaries between translation, textual commentary, and literary criticism or interpretation are by no means as tight or clearly drawn as tends to be assumed by non-poets or professional translators. So much is evident if one thinks of the above-mentioned tussle over Rilke’s poetry between on the one hand critics, philosophers, and cultural theorists who count theirs a legitimate since duly scholarly approach and, on the other, those for whom its appeal is mainly spiritual or emotional. These two constituencies will always tend to pull apart, as much in their overall approach to the poetry as in their choice of which poems in a large corpus to read, interpret, or anthologise. But Rilke was a deeply committed formalist at numerous levels, including – to push rather hard on the spatial metaphor – the intermediate level where modes of versification come most closely into contact with modes of lived or imagined experience. Preferences aside, a poet’s work – like that of a translator – is borne in upon by numerous pressures from the private-personal to the political, philosophical, historical-cultural, and – not least – the formal. What makes poetic translation a worthwhile endeavour is the latter’s role in enabling communication across otherwise seemingly unbridgeable distances of time, space and ideology.
Let me add that in my view there is no necessary conflict between the aim at formal fidelity, as in matters of rhyme-scheme, meter, or verse-structure, and the claim to produce English translations of a natural-sounding, idiomatic or suitably poetic character. This has entailed a readiness to respect Rilke’s abiding attachment to aspects of formal prosody along with a readiness to modify those schemes and structures in response to the differences between German and English syntax, word-order, and accentual patterns. Having looked at a good many other translations I would judge that those which insist on a maximally close, line-to-line adherence to Rilke’s originals are often obliged to make too great a sacrifice of linguistic felicity as well as poetic responsiveness. This may risk inviting a fierce tu quoque, given the freedoms I have sometimes allowed myself when it comes to revisionist treatment. In answer I would say that my intent from poem to poem is signalled pretty clearly and at an early stage so that the reader is unlikely to be left in much doubt as to the degree of fidelity or licence involved. 
To talk about ‘creative translation’ is as much a provocation to received ideas of disciplinary or professional warrant as to talk about ‘creative criticism’ or (though here I have deeper qualms) ‘creative historiography’. However it is talk that does more in the way of taking on new responsibilities than of junking old and important ones. No more in translation than in literary criticism should a decent regard for fidelity, accuracy, or hermeneutic tact be thought to exclude those (re)creative possibilities that open up in a properly – which is not to say passively – attuned response to the text. No doubt the Englishings presented here show biases of various kinds, some of them quite overt, others to be seen in nuances of phrasing and prosody. I have also allowed myself other, smaller freedoms with regard to such matters as anachronism (especially concerning technology and science; thus ‘instamatic’ and ‘strobe’ in ‘The Panther’ or the references to quantum physics in ‘Sisters’), literary cross-reference (e.g., allusions to Pascal, Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Beckett and other authors unmentioned by Rilke), and a great many racy, slangy or vulgar idioms of a sort nowhere to be found in his work. Another indulgence is the inclusion of two ‘straight’ translations where the poem – as with ‘Self-Portrait, 1906’ – struck me as revealing markedly different aspects on successive readings. My hope is that all these versions add up to a take on Rilke’s poetry that clears away some largely unexamined pieties and raises hackles only where those hackles have hitherto been smoothed over by excessive reverence or scholarly caution.

(Note: some of Rilke’s longer poems have numbered stanzas, sections or divisions so I have used numerals to mark these, as in the originals, and alphabetic capitals for those cases where A is my relatively ‘straight’ translation and B my parody, re-working, riposte, or markedly ‘deviant’ rendering. (See my Note to Readers, above, regarding those cases where there is a B-text only.) I trust that the reader will not be too hard put to tell the difference.)
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Early Apollo

A Spring day, shadowless, the branches bare
Of leafy screen, as if all poems found
Their sole translucent consummation there,
All poets a new radiance uncrowned,
As yet, with young Apollo’s laurel wreath,
Since how should Spring’s first tender buds evade
That fierce intensity, or thrive beneath
That shrivelling solar blaze, without the shade
Of later time and clime? Then, putting forth
Each leaf with care, the nascent rose may seek
And find the questing lips, the trembling mouth,
Still struck by lights from the ice-dazzled North
But drinking the god’s song till moved to speak
In poems nursed by winds from the warm South.


Archaic Torso of Apollo
A

Not ours to witness, his now mythic head,
His eyes like ripening apples. Yet it glowed,
That torso, a dimmed lamp that yet bestowed
Both light and sight. For how could matter shed

Such luminance, or his hard torso blind
You with that body-smile whose progress starts
With half-turned loin, then travels to the parts
Of procreation? Else we’d surely find

The stone disfigured and sleek shoulders shorn
Of radiance, like a panther-pelt at morn
That fails to catch the sun, or a black hole

Whose sheer event-horizon, like a knife,
Cuts optics off. He, star-like, sees you whole,
That lucent torso. You must change your life.


B

A local legend, that bloke’s lantern-head,
Like some hopped-up Belisha beacon fit
To torch the passing traffic, weirdly lit
From deep within and glowing yellow-red,

Though turned down till some fuckwit joker said
‘Just turn it up, mate’. Never knew what hit
Us when he flashed that naked torso, quit
The power-save mode, then went full ape and shed

The rest. Great god, Apollo! ‘It’s the beast
Comes out’, you’ll say, but I’ve seen sides of him 
That flipped my lid. The starburst they released,

Those lambent loins, left our eyes dazzle-dim,
The fur agleam, the shoulders sleeked. Let’s feast
With panthers, preen pelts. I must change my gym.


God in the Medieval Ages
	(CN, after Rilke)

Be clear, O Lord: we honour, praise, and bless
Your holy name, yet all the Gothic piles,
The heaven-groping stonework, weighty styles
Of discourse, constant running to excess
In our scholastic shop-talk – all confess
We’re not exactly kneeling in the aisles,
We celebrants, but have You on our files
As one who might, in time, take leave to mess
With our well-ordered lives. It’s why we load
You constantly with jargon, build those vast
And gargoyle-clad cathedrals, pack each mode
With pregnant harmonies, and hold you fast
With predicates that might just incommode
Your will to bind our wills to Yours at last.

No easy out for You, no heaven-flight
Or punctual lift-off – please to set Your seal
On our designs, keep Your side of the deal,
And rubber-stamp the words ‘by divine right’
On monarch, priest, and scholar. Why invite
Dissent or have free-thinkers make a meal
Of trivial points of doctrine, then appeal
To some sky-God exalted out of sight
From all eyes but their own? Your task: to keep
Our lives well-ordered, clock the works and days
Of hands, and tell us when to wake and sleep,
But ours to warn the faithful should their gaze
Turn heavenward and then – all they like sheep! – 
Seek out their own apostate God to praise.

We fixed the clock, ensured its hands were seen
By one and all, and made God’s Time the sole
Fixed chronometric, subject to our role
As priestly fettlers of the great machine
Now able, should we wish, to intervene,
Fine-tune its hourly chime, and so control
Which of Your attributes the folk extol,
Thus taking our appointed place between
Godhead and populace. But something skewed
That fine machinery, some trick of Yours – 
Though dragged to earth from pure beatitude
By cogs and pulleys – that each time restores
The transcendental kudos that’s accrued
Through our idea of You as ‘uncaused cause’.

We had You pinioned, but You had us fooled.
We Lilliputians pegged You head-to-toe,
A banjaxed giant, then rigged You up to show
Time absolute, yet all our talents pooled
And sharpest intellects, Aquinas-schooled,
Gave not the least idea how it would go
Or how the clock-watch jitter-fits would grow
When You got down to work and overruled
Us scholiasts. For that’s when they began,
The schisms, feuds, doctrinal fallings-out,
Witch-hunts, and wars – as if our master-plan
For synchronicity had brought about
Your will that no time-lordship known to man
Should rival Yours for demiurgic clout.


Abishag

(CN, after Rilke)

He lay beneath me. Thought now makes me cringe.
The flunkies, leering, took their time to wrap
My arms around the doddery old chap,
As if I’d been out on some awesome binge,
They’d spiked my drink, said ‘hot stuff, fit to singe
Your beard, O King’, and laid me in his lap,
Hair loosened, naked, he with just a scrap
Of cloth round withered loins lest I infringe
Too far his royal estate. God, it was weird,
Me lying there, that wrinkled body spread
Beneath me, and the owl’s cry – one I feared – 
So screechy-loud it made me hide my head
In the age-shrunken patriarch’s great beard
While dreams of long-dead beauties thronged his bed.

Don’t get me wrong: old guys deserve a shot
While they’re still up to it, not apt to sag
At the most awkward times – but that’s the snag
With real Methuselahs who lose the plot,
Like him who spends what little time he’s got
On such sad stuff – take this from Abishag – 
As fondling dogs (at least they’ve tails to wag!),
Or ogling me from his brow-shaded spot,
Though his to take at will. At times it irks
My very being, how these breasts of mine
Hang starlike over him yet nothing works,
No silken thighs or sinuous body-line,
While his girl-pinioned body writhes and jerks
In vain like some convulsive concubine.

Almost I hate him for eschewing my
Smooth flanks, my fragrant breath, my maiden bloom
Of youth, and the cascading hair they groom,
Those thwarted pimps and madams, as they try
To raise the friction level and we lie,
He distant, dreaming, blinking back the rheum
From those unseeing eyes while I resume
My posture, as of Lilith, riding high
Like her but joylessly. Long past for him
The wild nights, wild encounters, women wild
Beyond belief as ancient memories dim,
But not for me, young Abishag, who piled
My hair on his grey visage, tangled limb-
On-limb, each time intact, each time defiled. 

I lay with him last night and prophesied,
As he slept on: those poets, they’ll soon make
A pervy tale of it, rehearse their take
On that tableau, my nakedness astride
His twitching form, and swiftly put aside
All thought of how it was for me, awake
From eve to dawn, close-watched lest I forsake
My task of summoning up some phantom-bride
Of his now mythic youth. They’re all got form – 
The flunkies, guards, advisors, sex-obsessed
Court rabbis, dodgy medics (‘keep him warm,
A girl will do’), and, kinky as the rest,
That future poet, conjuring a swarm
Of fantasies to get them off his chest.

‘Great man’, they told me, ‘our first Patriarch,
The nation’s saviour, every inch a king,
And your great honour, Abishag, to bring
His body warmth as he brought back the Ark
Of Israel to our people, fill his dark
With light, his cold with heat, and help him cling
To life a little longer till we sing
His obsequies and bid the people mark
How well you served him’. Question: what’s the odds
I’ll get my sex-life sorted out, retrieve
Lost innocence (don’t laugh!), or halt the squads
Of poets, scribes, and moralists who’ll weave
Their pious narratives to show how God’s
Still got it in for us, the spawn of Eve.


The Panther

A thousandfold of bars, a ceaseless stream
Whose passing captivates, whose details blend
And blur, strobe-dazzling, till in time they seem
The limits of his confine: the world’s end.

Taut-limbed, soft-pacing, noiselessly he goes
Within that space as if the thwarted will
Found scope in dance or ritual for who knows
What strength subdued, what passion stirring still.

Freeze-frame: in a split second you might catch
An eyelid raised, an instamatic shot
Of that which, fixed and processed, he’ll dispatch
To eager limbs as muscles twist and knot.


Adam

Astonished, god-like, come he knows not whence,
Rose-window lit, on the cathedral wall
He takes his place, raised high above them all,
Those lesser breeds. To them he’ll now dispense

His sovereign laws, his mastery secure
In new-born vigour, glorying to till
And tend God’s Earth. But having had their fill
Of Paradise they couldn’t know for sure

How things might go with them should they now find
The set-up just too cosy, or declare
To Him, that jealous God, that they’d a mind

To quit the Garden and invite the doom
He threatened. Death? Mortality? She’ll bear 
God’s curse in her now future-teeming womb.


Eve

God-innocent, unknowing, close beside
That same rose window, there she has her place
And, apple-posed, enacts a fall from grace
Forever both acknowledged and denied,

Since now it’s quickening in her, brought to birth
As she goes out, love-driven, to undo
The emptiness of aeons and break through    
The interdict like Spring restored to Earth.

Ah, would that he’d approved her wish to stay
In that good place, find pleasure in the well-
Tuned orchestra of birds and beasts at play!

But, as his will stood firmly in her way,
She blocked her ears and conjured a death-knell
From that bad God of his, that dieu caché.


Angels (B)

A bit down-in-the-mouth, those angels, not
At home up there amidst the shining throng
Of blest harp-twanging drones. What sins they long
For silently, dream-troubled, as that lot

Sing their routine hosannas. Yet who’ll spot
The difference, pick them out, the goats among
Those sheep, where all press ‘mute’ and mime God’s song,
Like notes or steps lost in the great gavotte.

The poet says it’s angel wings, spread wide
To stir the winds, that also stir the ranks
To praise and mortals, too, to set aside
All thought of restive angels and give thanks
For every link that sutures the divide.

The restive angels say: it’s just the spin
They give it, those harp-pluckers’ favoured line
With mortals, lest we spoilers with our sin-
Tossed dreams should chance to jangle that divine
Mood-music that first bade the chant begin.


An Angel (B)

Don’t mess with him, not when he starts to shake
His head like that, as if to say: ‘keep clear,
My heartbeat’s thundering, and my orbits veer
The closer as you peasant bleeders take
Such downright liberties’. His mates then make
A thing of it and fill the crystal sphere
With yells and whoops: ‘just get your ass up here,
Show this bunch who’s the boss, and help to break
A few thick skulls’. One thing: don’t pile too much
Didactic weight on it, load his fine hands
With heavy stuff like that – a lighter touch
Works best, prevents him raging through your lands
And homes, or thrusting deep within to clutch
Your heart, twist every nerve, and show the bands
Of fellow-angels what must come of such
Bad form – mould-breaking, as the boss demands.


Leda (B)

‘What, me a swan?’ Don’t joke with Zeus or
He’ll break your ugly-duckling neck. At first
It wasn’t Leda but the swan that nursed
The god’s desire, then let him drop before
The deed was done. But now she knew the score,
Resented his withdrawal, shared his thirst
For god-on-woman coupling, and immersed
Her being in the feathered storm that bore
Down on her: deus cygnus! Fingers prised
Loose willingly, she shuddered as he loomed
Above her, thrilled to feel herself chastised
By that rough treatment while the swan-god groomed
His snow-white coat, just as our poet sized
The rape-scene up and felt male feathers plumed.


Don Juan’s Childhood

Still just a kid to look at, slender, taut
As a drawn bow – it drove the women wild,
That look of his, but lack of strength cut short
Their lust to stretch, to pull that stripling-child!

He eyed them, got their number, and half-thought
To bed the prettiest; then lost interest, smiled,
And mused how some obscure girl’s portrait caught
Just why these beauties left him unbeguiled.

Seems he manned up – the memory helped him kick
That moony adolescent stuff, outgrow
His hang-ups, and dismiss all fear his prick
Might, even now, not steal the big-boy show.

Almost too much for him, it came so quick,
That burst of male assurance, that he’d go
Unarmed to meet them, let some bold-faced chick
Cock-tease her fully fired-up Romeo!


The Stylite

A nutter, but you must admit it’s them,
Those zealots urging him ‘praise or condemn!’,
Whose clamour drove the saintly Stylite nuts,
Required he take his place atop the stem,
Sit tight, and let them hate each other’s guts.

Perched way up, on his tod, what can he speak
Save this stock litany: ‘Lord, I am weak,
But You, all-powerful, see me daily shrink
By ratios more absurd yet daily seek
To hold it fast, that state of inverse sync’.

Still he held forth, still willed himself to preach,
Still hurled God’s truth as far as words could reach, 
As year by year his pillar groped the sky
And they, his hearers, understood him each
As they brought lives and ears to hear him by.

No quarter: all and sundry he’d berate,
The shepherds, farmers, sailors, potentate
And pauper, every kind and class of men,
A swarm of lords and losels who’d await
Their turn for his chastisement once again.

Yet nothing of that motley concourse met
The Stylite’s gaze, now resolutely set
On shaking off the demon maggot-brood
That burrowed in his flesh until he’d let
Them fall on crowned heads, not the multitude.

Appalled by their ungodliness, marooned,
Defeated, and self-pilloried, he tuned
His raving to the weather’s wild lament
As sin-stench rose to re-infect each wound,
Then start once more its pestilent descent.


The Leper-King

He’d got it, no pretending – showed up plain,
Those symptoms, sweaty brow beneath the crown,
His panic running sore-like through the town
As people asked themselves: who’s fit to reign,

Or rein it in, this insolent disease?
While he, their King, struck dumb, stood like one bound
For execution though, as if to tease
His abject state, new panic seemed to seize
The fear-crazed mob and no-one could be found
To bring him, plague-anointed, to his knees.

The Dog

A

A picture-world, up there – that’s all he needs,
Those head-up looks, enough to keep in mind
Except when, close by, something secret feeds
His sense of otherness, of canine kind

As image-captive, like the being whose
Strange presence, though sub-canine and remote,
Makes his world insecure. So he imbues
Its image with some traits that would denote

‘A bit like us’, and yet next minute turns
His face up, switches on that mute appeal,
And thereby shows how hopelessly he yearns
For Being’s privilege: to bring his meal.


The Dog’s Riposte (CN to Rilke)

Or so you’d have it, like the head-in-air
Philosophers who’d pretty much repeat
That biblical refrain: the beasts are there
To serve us, help us, save our puny feet

On harsh terrain, take loads we couldn’t bear,
Or – failing that – be killed for pelt or meat,
Thus showing: ‘human’ = they who share
At table, ‘animal’ the stuff they eat.

But then there’s those, like you, who wouldn’t care
For such crude sentiments yet still compete
For subtler, poet-suited themes to air
That difference, find new boundaries to beat,

Come up with novel theories to declare,
Of dogs especially, that one should treat
Them well, respect their sentience, and spare
Them needless suffering but not retreat

Beyond the human pale and thus admit
The creatures to our table. Many ways
Around they’ve gone to make it seem legit,
That old face-saving move, but each betrays

The same desire: to have one creature sit
In judgement, make humanity the test
Of who gets in, choose attributes that fit
Our human aptitudes, and deem the rest

Unable, since non-human, to acquit
Themselves in speech or reasoning as best
Belongs to man alone. So you submit
Your case in that dog-poem, one expressed

With Rilkean tact and feelings exquisite
Yet still with humankind the ‘glory, jest,
And riddle’ of a world devised to split
Dog-life from yours and see dog dispossessed.


The Bed

Just let them think: no joy enacted here,
In bed, but hints of loss and grief presage
Love’s end as scenes more harrowing appear
Before the Choir of Night and take front-stage

While, curtain raised, the chorus bend our ear
To their time-quelling song and lovers’ rage
For union has them clutch love’s garb for fear
Of her, the Hour that waits to turn the page

On bed, love, vanished joys, and all things dear
In time gone by but now a daily gauge
Of love’s retreat as feelings twist and veer
To quiet the pain no chorus can assuage.

For it’s the Hour-to-Come that hovers near
At hand, her lover from that sunlit age,
Yet now more potent, threatening, severe,
And dead-intent: a panther in its cage.


Joshua’s Ordinance

Dear God, you should have heard him rant and rave,
A bloody torrent, like some mountain-slide,
Or like the massive, junk-piled tidal wave
From an up-river dam-burst. That’s how I’d

Describe it, prophet Joshua’s latest bout
Of pulpit-thumping, yet another blast
Loosed off at all and sundry, with a clout
Or two for scoffers, then the famous cast-

Of-one pitched battle sound, the hideous din
He somehow managed, making trumpets blow,
Men wail or whoop as armies lose or win,
And towns shake like the walls of Jericho.

That’s why the old guy laid it on so thick,
Did all that hollering – to put us lot
In mind of his great trumpet-syncing shtick,
The one that had us rooted to the spot

As those great walls came down, like when he stopped
The Sun dead in its tracks at Gibeon,
Just shouted ‘Hold! until Jehovah dropped
Whatever god-stuff he was working on,

Obeyed the call, and clasped the Sun so tight
It burned his fingers. All for Joshua’s sake,
This very same old guy whose righteous fight
Had God onside – He who alone could make

The day last long enough for us, His folk,
To trash that heathen tribe. Yes, he’s the one,
God’s deputy, his right-hand man (no joke!),
The foghorn vocalist whose life had run

Its natural course and more – hundred-and-ten
At the last count – and who’d soon pop his clogs,
Or so you thought, yet here he is again
With that voice fit to wake a thousand dogs

And telling you: I’ll burn my way through those
Loose-flapping tents of yours if you won’t heed
My warning. Words like hailstones, landing blows
On fragile corn: what case hast thou to plead

Before me should’st thou fail to pledge thy life
And all that’s dearest to thee in my cause?
Strange gods surround thee, pagan creeds are rife.
Choose wrong, I’ll strike you dead: the choice is yours.

Such pride, such strength despite his years, such zeal
For righteousness, for honouring the word
Of God and his side of that special deal
Between the House of Joshua and the Lord.

‘Give us a sign’, they pleaded, ‘just some clue
Which way to go, which of these gods to place
Our bets on’, but old Joshua told them ‘Chew
It over, folks’, and turned his ancient face

Away. Then he resumed his favourite part
Of silence, exile, cunning, and – I’d say
As one who’s tracked him almost from the start – 
A come-back strategy whose secret lay

In getting them, the faithful, to revere
Not just the heaven-storming shouty stuff
But also how he gave the folk a steer
Simply by staying stumm. Advice enough,

He knew, to turn his back on them, maintain
Once more his enigmatic rule of hush,
And re-ascend to that remote terrain
Where they could fancy Ark or Burning Bush.


David Sings before Saul

1

King, do you hear these notes of mine, these strings
That body forth a space wherein we find
Our element as stars whirl past in blind
Confusion till, like rain, we leave behind
That space, fall earthward, bless each flower that springs.

They’re flowering still for you, an old man lost
In girl remembrances, though they’re full grown
To womanhood and filling me, I own,
With fresh desires like doorway longings known
To young men waiting keen and passion-tossed.

Would that you lived one youthful love again
For every chord I play, but no, the song
Is ill-attuned, the harmonies all wrong,
And past days conjured now must have you long
For beauties fit to test your manhood then.

Your memories, my forebodings – they convene
To shape my music, yet what vibrant string
Could tune the sigh-filled darkness placed between
Our fate-entangled destinies, O King?

2

My Lord, you’re stinking rich, you’ve made your pile,
Stacked your possessions high, and made me feel
A total pauper – sure, it’s not my style,
That kingly stuff, but why not make a meal
Of it, get off your throne, and ask if I’ll

Just let you smash my harp to matchwood now
You’ve worn it out, like me. A tree that’s shorn
Of leaves and branches, murmuring of how
It once bore fruit – my harp’s a thing forlorn
Whose past weighs on it like a rotten bough.

Don’t have me kip down here another night 
Beside my harp as youthful limbs grow cold,
As joints go stiff, and – me, young Orpheus, right? – 
My boyish hand now lacks the span to hold
An octave taut or naked woman tight. 


3

O King, you shroud yourself in darkness, yet
My music holds you, still exerts its grip!
See, my resilient song shows no regret
Though frost invades our bleak companionship,
Me orphaned, dumped, the stone the builders chucked
Aside, you (pray forgive me) royally fucked-
Up in your way, each self-condemned to get
The other wrought up, like a constant drip!

Can you not feel how deep the change now goes,
King, Monarch? It’s the spirit lends such weight,
Such depth to these fierce harmonies we chose,
Or that chose us, so we two might disclose
How stars may circle, threaten, constellate.


The Angel of the Meridian (Chartres)

In the storm’s eye, that self-conflicted zone
Of brooding winds and elemental rage,
Stands the cathedral, steadfast to assuage
Their strife by making your soft gaze its own.

O smiling angel, living flesh from stone,
Bringer of warmth: how should the Sun not gauge
How fast it creeps, the count of hours that age
Heaps on the sum of hours already flown?

Daily the total mounts, and with it they,
Our lives, grow full and equal on the dial
Of all that’s real, and ripe, and fit to weigh.

What can you know, stone angel, of our Being?
Does it not wax seraphic, that soft smile,
When night alone reads runes of angel-seeing?


The Reader

What’s up with him, this alien guy who turns
His face from us, his living mates, to lose
Himself till page-flips bring the only news
Of some despised hors-texte: the world he spurns!

What would his old Mum make of it, how think
‘That’s my kid’?, him with nose stuck in a book,
Self-occupied, print-shadowed. Could we look
And see who’s there, us lot prepared to sink

Our lives in hourly trivia, or conceive
What lives he’s led and left behind, till he,
Thus burdened, scarcely has the strength to heave
His head from those strange precincts? It’s as if
Some bunch of kids stops playing, still can see
Things going on as usual, but then falls
Straight back, like him, into a world where all’s
Somehow in sync with that offbeat dream-riff.


The Poet’s Death

And there he lies. It’s that pale face of his,
High-pillowed, gaunt, remote, ‘the death of Keats’
(Director’s cut) as his whole world retreats,
The senses call it quits, and time completes
Its own unfeeling work: ‘Dead Poet’s Phiz’!

Look at him living and you wouldn’t credit
He had all that in him – the fields, the lakes,
The valleys – everything that death now takes
Away through nature’s curse: the final edit!

And yet he was them, held their magnitude
In his life-giving gaze, while they sustained
The poet-life in him. All that remained
Was that death-mask, fit only to exude
The stink of rotting fruit: new life attained!


Self-Portrait, 1906

I stick at it, just give me that – the sole
Trait, steadfastness, that’s stamped on me by dint
Of all those noble forebears; yet the hint
Comes through of fears, servility, a role
More menial, more womanly, a tint
Of sex off-colour, breeding not quite mint;
Yes, mouth up to the task, speech in control
And gets my points across, but on the whole
I just look down or view the world asquint.

All tentative, all half-formed, no last seal
Of art’s perfection, whether by the yoke
Of hard toil or the risk of go-for-broke
Poetic overreach that may evoke,
From cast-off shards, a work achieved and real.


The Prisoner

One gesture’s left this hand of mine: refuse
All offers, tell them they can go to hell.
Those drips on stone have turned the torment-screws
Down hard enough, rocks weeping in my cell.

So steadily, relentlessly they fall,
The droplets whose quiet cadence bids my heart
Keep pace as its beats echo from the wall
And hope’s last glimmers flatline on my chart.

If only they dripped faster, then tonight
Some beast, I know not what, might chance to show
Up here . . . . Where was that place the light
Shone so much brighter? Then, what do we know?


The King

The King is just sixteen years old.
Sixteen, a boy, yet he’s The State
In person there, his youth on hold,
As grizzled ministers dictate

What he should do. So he surveys
The room and maybe feels just this:
The close-linked, chafing Fleece that lays
Hard on his chin its frigid kiss.

Condemned to death: he sits and eyes
The warrant, still unsigned. They think
‘What agony he must suffer!’, yet

The ones who really know him link
It with his mental count-down: get
To seventy, then subscribe: he dies!


A Woman’s Fate

A

As if a king, out hunting, might feel thirst
Creep up on him and deign to take a glass
To drink from whomsoever offered first,
So that the owner’s future life might pass

In treasuring it: so might a woman nursed
To glory by a man’s love come to class
As raised above her kind, her life immersed
In greatness. Yet the glory dims, alas,

The life grows tawdry, second-rate, and mean,
And she’s there still, squeezed tight in the display-
Case alongside those others deemed so rare

And valuable, as values go, that seen
Behind the glass they’re ageless, while each day
That matchless fake yields mortal flesh its share.

B

It’s ‘whoso list to hunt’ and all that court-
Ly love stuff gone to seed, the way some pepped-
Up city bigshot meets a girl, cuts short
The formal-intro bit, then, when he’s swept

Her off her feet, thinks ‘she’s the common sort,
Low-class, but great in bed that time we slept
Together, just the once’. She must have thought
(He thinks) ‘My life’s transformed, forever kept

Especial, charmed, a precious thing that’s mine
To cherish in my heart as if locked safe
In a glass case, like some fair maid once kissed

By a prince riding by’. Fat chance: that line
Works fine for princes but leaves maids to chafe
As fading health and looks spell ‘dream dismissed’.


Oriental Aubade

This bed of ours: is it not like a coast
Where we two lie, a narrow coastal strip
Where nothing’s sure except – what stirs me most – 
Your landmark breasts that showed my reeling ship
Of ecstasy its twin-capped mooring-post.

For is it not, this night of many cries,
This hour when creatures roar, and shriek, and scream,
A time that’s alien to us lovers, spies
In hostile territory where day can seem
As dark with threats as night to day-wake eyes?

Best we should lie as closely intertwined
As petals are to stamens as we fold
In, flower-like, to seek refuge lest it find
Us out, that tumult fierce and daylight-bold.

Yet though we cling together, press ourselves
Skin-tight so the encroaching rays not meet
Our gaze, who knows? maybe the traitor delves
And hides away in you or me who greet
The dawn on our fast-crumbling coastal shelves.


Buddha

As if he listened. Silence, stretching far,
Way out . . . yet we decline to lend an ear.
He orbits us, while many another star,
Beyond our ken, pursues its orbit near
His own. O, he’s the all-in-all! Then are
We now his destiny, he ours, since we’re,
Like him, in such dire need? Yet he’ll debar
Our grovelling plea, make his indifference clear
As beast to man, Buddha to avatar.

Millions of years it’s toiled in him, the drive
To end all drives that brings us to his feet
Life-burdened, knowing only we must strive,
In vain, to make life’s failure-list complete. 


The Departure of the Prodigal Son

Just to get out, leave all that stuff behind,
The muddle, mess, the ‘matter out of place’
(Read ‘dust and dirt’), the things we couldn’t find
Or didn’t want to. It’s so hard to face
Those oddments so at-home they’re out-of-mind
Though, as with water in a well, we’d trace,
Some family feature till a breath of wind
Wiped it away . . . But yank their thorny hook
Out of our flesh and all at once we see
How things and persons then adopt a look
So gentle and peace-seeking that their plea
Falls now on kindlier ears, reveals what took
Our souls an age to grasp. 
No injury
Too cruel to strike from fear’s remembrance-book,
No harm so great our old, large-looming hate
For its inflictor cannot turn aside
From vengeful thoughts and so recalibrate
That childish quid pro quo. And yet, supplied
With such good grounds, still not to hesitate
But split, strike out, cast off the bonds that tied
Our restless souls to home, then – best not wait – 
Face father’s wrath, renounce our filial share,
And rip apart the wound that lately healed
As we head off to precincts new. 
Yet where?
Who knows, us least of all: just ‘far afield’,
Our compass-fix, some land the prickly pear
Of custom hasn’t touched whose warmth may yield
A backdrop – garden walled or open-air,
It makes no odds – from which next time to hit
Our unknown road. But why? Because it’s how
We’re wired, what drives us on, that chafing bit
Between our teeth that simply won’t allow
Our staying put where all routes are unlit
And us short-sighted. 
To take that on board,
Perhaps a loser’s bet, risk lighting out
Again, no promised land to steer toward,
No end-point, unless maybe death, without
The faintest notion why; alone, ignored – 
Is this not how new lives must come about?


Experience of Death

(two renderings in memory of Laurence Peddle)

First version

Of this last exit we’ve just no idea,
So tight-lipped it remains. Nor have we cause
To marvel at this nescience since we’re
Not placed to love or hate it, we whose flaws

Of reason have us don a tragic mask 
At death’s approach that twists it out of true.
Chock-full of roles, this world, and our main task:
Play as we please so long as, when we do,

Death plays its own, to us less fetching role.
But your departure – that was when it broke
Upon our stage, a ray of light that stole
Through the same chink you took and thus awoke

Us to reality: a greener green,
A sunnier sunshine, and a woodland real
Beyond all woodlands ever known or seen.
We play on, nervously, rehearse the spiel,

Speak feelingly those lines, or now and then
Give up, just parrot them. Now that you’ve gone
So infinitely far, since that time when
The light broke through to us old troupers-on,

It’s still your presence that at times descends,
Takes hold of us, and has those lines accede
Once more to the reality that lends
Our play new life: pay that applause no heed!


Second version

We’ve no least inkling how it goes with them.
Death tells us nothing and the living need
In no way marvel at, hate, or condemn
Its lack of tragic sense and proper heed

To pity, fear, or suchlike perquisites.
Now life goes on, it’s full of roles to play,
While we, the cast, still fret about it – hits
Or misses? Death’s not bothered either way!

Yet with your death it broke upon our stage;
A flash of that reality pierced through
Your last-act exit-point – green foliage,
Pure sunshine, woods in leaf each year anew.

We play on. Now and then we cast aside
A role that has us burn the midnight oil,
Times when, from far beyond the great divide
That fell between you and our onstage toil,

Your presence haunts – no, visits us, affords
Us fleeting intimations of the real
So that, transformed, we mime the acts and words
No more but live, shun audience-appeal!


Black Cat

A ghost’s what occupies its place, the zone
Where eye half-hears and ear half-sees; but it’s
By her fixed gaze and pitch-black coat you’re thrown:
Stare back, and see who’s first to get the squits.

Like a thing crazed, its blood up for the kill,
Unhinged, enraged, yet suddenly behold
That ball of fur and fury held quite still,
By padded basket calmed, subdued, controlled.

You’d think she’d taken all the looks that came
Her way, leapt on them, stowed them in her stash,
Watched over them, as misers guard their cash,
Thrice-wary of all rivals to her claim.

But suddenly she’ll catch your scent, then turn
And eyeball you; caught in the golden glare
Of her regard you’re left a captive there
And thrown – again – when quickly you discern,

In that unblinking eye, your image caught,
Medusa-struck, freeze-framed, a specimen
Of use to her alone whose feline yen
For lesser-species prey includes your sort.


Eranna to Sappho

O you prize javelin-pitcher, you
Wild thing! There I was, scuppered, lost
In piles of junk, a javelin tossed
Aside, till you cried out and threw
Me far away. What distance crossed
And which way back? I’ve not a clue.

My sisters think of me and weave;
Well-trusted footsteps tread the house
While I, far distant, take my leave
Of home and tremble like a mouse
To plead she live my life in me,
That beauteous, mythic, gleaming deity.


Sappho to Eranna

Disquiet I’ll bring you, squeeze and shake
You as a creeping vine might choke
And near-destroy the slender stake
That bore its lethal load. No joke:
Like death, your sparagmos will make
You part of all things, and my song invoke
All nature’s powers to make – and break.


Sappho to Alcaeus

So what’s there left to say, what words have you
For me, words fit to touch my soul with joy,
O youth whose downcast gaze says he’ll eschew
All talk of things that matter. Man (or boy),

See here! Just speaking of these things sufficed
To bring enchantment, raise us to the heights
Of fame. It makes me think: how under-priced
We’d be, us girls, if all the nuptial rights

Belonged to you! We’ve lived secluded, chaste
And God-protected lives, as squeaky-clean
As apples, orchard-fresh, whose scent or taste,
Like these our budding breasts show Mytilene

As passion’s native land! Yes, these same breasts
You spurned for your fruit-garland, you of down-
Turned countenance – some suitor! Failed all tests,
You have, and my lyre pleads I place love’s crown
On a much worthier head so now requests
You quit the field at once – new game in town!

This God’s not one for helping couples out
Or sorting minor tiffs, but should he choose
Some great-souled individual to enthuse . . . . 


The Gazelle

Spellbinding beast! How could the rhyme
Of two choice words achieve the perfect pitch
That tunes your movements and by grace of which
The laurel and the lyre both keep in time
With your eurhythmic pace. Beneath that brow
Each athlete’s trait, each supple motion shows
How true love-poems work, the way a rose
Might shed its pedals and the reader, now
Eyes smothered, half-asleep, see you – that lope
Of yours, as if a gun, spring-loaded, tracked
Your every move yet held fire, leaving scope
For you to turn, head-up. The saving tact
Of creature-kind, as if a girl should face
About while bathing in some woodland place.


A Woman in Love (B)

(Rilke’s poem with interpolated comments)

It’s mine, that window. Must have slept 
Too long – wake softly, and it seems
(Or so you have her say) I’m swept
Away, still captive to the world of dreams:
How shall night’s boundary be kept?

Almost, at times, I might suppose
That day/night border mine to draw,
A darkened crystal sphere I close
In on itself, so quiet, no flaw

To let in . . . night or day? (You’re keen,
Dear poet, to have her in awe
Of you and other might-have-been
Don Juans, but the thing smacks more

Of schoolboy fantasy.) I feel
My heart expand till it could hold
The stars, or see fit to unseal
That inner chamber’s inmost fold

So he, new love or captive, might
Escape me yet again. So strange
It seems, so hard to read aright,
Those stars, my fate, the shape of change.

What am I? How should I restrain
These endless motions, keep the waft
Of meadows from my restless brain
Lest they should whisk my thoughts aloft.

Just note what pleasure he derives,
This Rilke, poet-confidante,
From hawking women’s inner lives
Like some up-market agony-aunt.

Though crying for him, yet afraid
That one might chance to hear my cry,
And I, absorbed by him, fast fade
Till nothing’s left to know me by.

It’s how you like them, just confess;
Some gentle touches, not the bloke’s-
Night-out stuff, but that counts for less
Than pervy couch-side talk that stokes

Your nervous male’s desire to stress
His female side but maybe coax
Some dazed Eurydice to bless
The need his blokish side evokes.


Don Juan’s Choice

And so the Angel came, and thus it spake
To him: do thou my will, omit no jot
Of my commands. I’ll have you undertake,
By this commission, deeds so bright they make
All others fade: just give it all you’ve got!
Sure, as a lover you’re not major league
(Don’t interrupt - I know what’s what - you err!),
But you’ve a certain glow that will intrigue
Some women, so it’s said, who’ll follow where
You lead and seek the realm whose portal lies
Down Lonesome Lane. It’s then for you to let
Them in, the chosen ones, as I advise,
Those budding Heloises clearly set
To out-lament all others with their cries
And, by enduring, prove true lovers yet.


Saint Sebastian

Upright he stands, bolt upright, head held high
Through strength of will, his gaze fixed far away,
Absorbed as by a suckling child that lay
Close-wrapped there: self-involved, about to die.

The arrows come, a quivering mass; they swarm
The air and seem to burst from those smooth thighs,
Spring forth like steely spines. Yet though the sky’s
Death-filled he smiles as if beyond all harm.

Just once it shows, the agony writ large
In those stark-staring eyes, all that he’d fain
Have done with, the excruciating pain
Suppressed so their switched focus bears the charge:
‘Beneath our notice, you who’d thus defile
A thing so lovely in so gross a style’.


Falconry

Cool head for all occasions: that’s the thing,
The art of arts you need to be a king.
So, should his Chancellor think to climb the tower
Past midnight then it’s him, the king, they’d find
With his amanuensis at that hour,
The scribe alert to all he had in mind
For his high princely treatise on the art
Of falconry, just as he’d sit apart
In that secluded room and, with no need
Of human company, devote the night
To a new creature, strange and wild, that he’d
Taken in hand. Whatever projects might

Spring fresh to mind, or tender memories ring
Their sweet-toned carillons, he’d let them bring
No upset to the falcon, no least shock
To her fine equilibrium that could mess
With his intent: to know the bird, unlock
Her species-being, and by inwardness
With her winged creaturehood at last achieve
His aim. And so it was he too took leave
Of earth, once she’d departed from his fist,
Her coat agleam, and mounted angel-high
Until she stooped, stabbed, broke their tryst,
And sent a heron flailing from the sky. 


Autumn Day

A

Lord, it is time. The Summer months surpassed
All telling. Stretch your shadow to occlude
The sundials; cool the windless fields at last.

Let fruits grow fully rounded, and instruct
That Southern climes prevail for two days more
So that they reach perfection and their store
Of sweetness proffers us their usufruct.

No house will stand whose building’s not complete.
Those yet unpartnered shall remain alone.
Keep watch, keep reading, keep in touch, be known
For wandering restless, leaves beneath your feet,
Through streets that mark the Summer lately flown.

B

Time’s up, old mate. All Summer we were drunk
Or off our heads, but where’s the all-night raves
Down Sundial Street? The whole scene’s ‘80s-punk.

Best get the pot-plants growing, turn the heat
Well up, start rolling all those luscious spliffs,
Then have some mates round, spin some fruity riffs,
And let the home-grown Ganja hit you: sweet!

If you’ve not got your shit together now,
You’re stuffed. No girl? Bit late, so get one quick.
Try Tinder, Playmate, Lovestruck – take your pick!
Else walk the streets with vaguely furrowed brow
Until you find some Autumn leaves to kick.


Going Blind

Just like the others she sat down at tea.
Yet I had this vague sense something was up,
Something about the way she held her cup.
She smiled once – almost pained the heart to see.

And when at last they got up, chattering still,
To wander idly as stray footsteps led
Through room on room, while talk and laughter spread,
I saw her trail that noisy overspill,

Her bearing as of one required to sing
To a large audience; her eyes were bright
With all the outward signs of a delight
That, pool-like, mirrored back the joy she’d bring.

Slowly she followed while the time went by,
As if some unseen stumbling-block detained
Her steps yet, equally, as if she’d gained
Not merely strength to walk, but wings to fly.


Death of the Beloved

Of death he knew as much as others know:
That it grabs and propels us who knows where.
But how could she, the inseparable, go
So gently, glide from sight and not be there

Beside him since departed for the zone
Of shades? And when he felt how they enjoyed
Her moon-like maiden smile as theirs to own
And, with it, all the bliss that left a void

In his life then the dead became so much
His soul-companions, such a vital part
Of life itself that he renounced the art

Of human talk as false and chose to touch
Ground, feel his way, in that land ever-sweet
That bore the impress of her passing feet.


A Sybil

At first, years back, they simply called her ‘old’.
But she stuck at it, turned up every day
By the same route. Recalibrating, they
Took stock of life-years by the hundredfold,

Arboreal. Yet still she’d show up there,
Same time, same place each evening, looking more
And more like the fire-blackened, burnt-out core
Of some high hollow citadel. What care

Had she, though unprotected, as their shrieks
Revolved maniacally around her, those
Wild words that she gave utterance to despite
Her will, while others homed in at the close
Of that day’s tumult to prepare for night
And rest, crepuscular, on brow and cheeks.


Blind Man

See how he strolls through town and does his black-
Out blind thing; how his merely being there
Can do it, like a sudden darkening crack
In a bright cup. What likeness it may bear,

His take on things, to how they look when viewed
In the town’s optic is the town’s concern,
Not his. Of sense-deliverances he takes
In only tiny waves that spill and turn

On shallow shores: a pause, a counter-flow – 
Then briefly halts, as if the choice ahead
Were yet to make; then lifts his hand to show,
In somewhat festive mood, which girl he’d wed.


The Suicide’s Song

I’m back again, back up shit creek.
Why do those bastards always seek
To screw me?
Got all geared up for that last try,
Set for eternal bliss on high – 
They threw me!

Another spoonful of that duff
Life-potion
Must surely (they think) be enough – 
Crap notion!

I take their point: life’s fine and good
And all the world’s a cooking-pot,
But will the victuals reach my blood? – 
I think not!

Just makes me sick, what lets them thrive;
My problem, can’t you see?
A thousand years, or maybe five,
Foodstuff-free!


Beggar’s Song 1

Pipe down – best rule for the wealthy and happy.
No-one cares tuppence what sorts they are!
Folk pipe up when their lives are crappy.
‘I’m blind’, they’ll say, or, ‘if not so far,
Then I will be soon, that’s understood’;
Or, ‘this life of mine’s no earthly good’,
Or, ‘my poor child’s health’s way below par’,
Or, ‘look: fixed up with bolt, brace and lash’.

And if even these won’t bring in the cash,
And since they’re ignored, like things, not men,
It’s the one choice left them: to sing now and then.

You may hear songs that have a decent sound.

Granted, most people are weird: they’d rather hear
Castrati or boy choristers: me, no fear!

But God will come, and maybe hang around,
Disturbed – the beggars too are short of gear!


Song of the Dwarf

OK, happen my soul’s all good and straight,
Still there’s my heart, these veins that circulate
My blood through knots and twists, and every spate
Of aches and pains that makes me think my soul
Can’t take much more of this. It has no garden,
No bed to call its own, just bones that harden
Till my sharp, splintering skeleton takes the role
Of hat-stand, prop, coat-hanger, and the whole

Charade while it just hangs there, beats its wings
In helpless terror. Hands, you ask? These things
Have had it, pretty much – the thumbs run rings
Around the fingers, palms convulse, all moist
And floppy, just like rain-soaked tiny toads.
The rest of me’s not much cop either – loads
Of issues – old, sad, clapped out, need a hoist
Just to get up. God only knows why He,
The merciful, has not yet kyboshed me.

Is it the sight of me, this sullen look
Of mine, that tells you why He never took
That kindly course? If He’d just kept a book
On it, that face, He’d know it yearned
To make all clear and radiant, go soul-deep,
Transfigure my dark world. Yet this hope turned
To one more wretched failure, told me ‘keep
On suffering, dwarf’, and – lest it go unlearned,
That lesson – made full sure that what came nearest
Were snarling dogs, not all that I held dearest.


Song of the Leper

Look here, there’s no one cares tuppence for me,
The town folk don’t know I exist.
It’s the leprosy’s made me an outcast, see – 
Here’s the rattle I bang with my fist.

The drumming’s just my way of rubbing it in,
Getting psyched up to batter the ears
Of the strollers scared stiff by my hideous din,
Plus their old leper-beggarman fears.

They’ll ignore me, behave like they don’t give a toss
When I’m there banging out my woes – 
Me neither so long as I’ve somewhere to doss
And a pitch for my sod-you-lot shows.

I feel grounded so long as this poor old thing,
This nerve-shredding rattle of mine,
Cranks it up so the hard wooden clapper can ring
Within earshot – then everything’s fine!

But somehow you tweak it, ensure it’s so loud,
Weird and gruesome that no one will risk
Coming closer to me than the edge of that crowd,
Like I’m some kind of noise-basilisk.

That’s why it is, maybe, I’ll not clap eyes
On a single man, woman, or kid
In a thousand years – at least dog- and cat-wise
Rattle-banging’s one good thing I did!


The Widow’s Song

To start with things went well for me,
Just married, warm, my life a spree,
A never-ending, youthful, free-
Ride trip to paradise.
What sort
Of fool was I to swallow such
A schoolgirl myth? The merest touch
Of real-time truth kicked out the crutch
Of wishful dreams and taught

How things would go: year after year
With nothing good, or new, or dear
To think of – as if time should shear
A life in two.
	Patience we had,
And (God knows) needed, but death lacked
That virtue so the odds were stacked.
I watched him come (looked Bergman-bad),
And saw him work his slow way through
My joys – none mine, in fact.

A loser’s stake, that mine, mine, mine!
Wasn’t it fate had me in line,
Once cured of dreams so asinine,
Not just for joys on short-term loan
But miseries as well?
		It’s fate
That’s even-handed, always prone
To snatch our bliss, then compensate
By having death turn up and tell
Us: time to quit the torment-zone
And find some lonelier hell.

Fate cleaned me out, bought up my lease
On weal and woe, had sorrow cease
Along with bliss, and put a crease
Of bitterness on every face
I deigned to show.
		A clearance sale
It was, a daily 9-to-5
One-dog (poor bitch!) bankruptcy-race,
Till my last life-hopes took a dive,
Those vultures saw my efforts fail,
And I’d at least the loser’s grace
To give in so some alpha male
Could say ‘just let her go’.

 
The Idiot’s Song

No, they don’t mock me or block me, those folk,
Just ask me ‘how’s life treating you?’ – what a joke.
Just great!
No news, nothing’s happened, boring at most,
All in a whirl round the Holy Ghost
(One spook pips the other lot right at the post) – 
Just great!

No need for your panicky danger-talk,
Nothing risky about it when I take a walk.
O sure, there’s the blood,
Blood’s a big deal, the biggest, M’Lud.
Sometimes I think the best thing to do
Is get out now, not see it through.
Just great!

Ah, look at that ball over there, round and red,
Like it had the whole world curled up in its head!
It’s good that you chose that thing to create –
Will it come if I call ‘Over here, mate!’?

These things, they all seem a bit off-key,
Ramshackle, falling apart, don’t you see?
Friendly enough, but loose-linked as can be.
Just great!


Beggar’s Song 2

On I go every day, door-to-door,
Sometimes soaked to the skin,
Sometimes tanned or sere,
And my song it sounds like never before
‘Cos I cup my ear
So the notes stay in,
And they echo around with a whoosh and a roar.

Then I can’t get clear
If it’s me who cries
Or just anyone . . .
		My cries are for mere
Life-or-death stuff, not like those poet guys,
They cry for the moon. I’m over and done

With begging – what I’ll do’s just keep
My eyelids shut, see naught except
A world that’s featureless and red,
But safe since it’s so easily kept
At bay, with upturned palms as bed
(Sort of) for this world-weary head.
Else those kind passers-by might leap
To the idea: nowhere to sleep! 


Journey of the Magi

It happened once, where the vast desert ended,
That the Lord’s ever-generous hand
Spread wide, as when, its growth long tended,
A fruit feels inner powers expand
And bids its kernel bless the land
That fed it – so there shone on earth that splendid,
That epoch-making star whose radiance spanned
All times and places, as its news transcended
Whatever those three pilgrim-monarchs planned.

They’d met up there from God-Knows-Where
With the star Up-on-High,
And set out then (exotic bunch,
Kings left, right, centre) with a hunch
That portent in the sky
Would bring them to a stable bare
And quiet with aeons of prayer.

They brought the lot – top value pound-for-pound,
The goods those monarchs had on board,
As could be heard for many miles around,
That clinking-clanking, king’s-ear tickling sound,
And he who rode the black horse scored
Top points for ease, while on his right a lord
Of luxury was dressed in purest gold,
And on his left one could be seen to hold
Some precious substance that he’d fling
Around awhile, then get a silver thing
To put the substance in, use that to swing
It back and forth, and marvel as it poured
Forth scents whose azure tint he so adored!

He laughed aloud, the star called Up-on-High – 
Odd sort of laugh, aimed straight at those
Bling-laden royals – then sped across the sky
To Bethlehem where, let’s suppose,
He said to Mary: ‘Darlin’, I’ve brought you
As crazy a bunch of pilgrims as
You’ll find afoot this side of Timbuktu – 
Three kings, piled high with razzmatazz,
With gold and riches, clearly potentates
But bonkers, half-wits, infidels – 
Now don’t have one of your big panic states!
Twelve daughters each, so rumour tells,
But no male heir, so here’s what they request
Of you – your boy, a shining sun
To light their blue skies, leave the nutters blest
And their great thrones secure. 
But none
Of this need trouble you, my darlin’ Mary:
A glitzy prince or godless sheik
Might cop your kid but fate’s contrary
And their way home’s both long and hot with nary
A place to stay; all hide-and-seek,
Their life – a nomad people, and inclined
To palace coups or, when the ruler’s weak,
To having rival monarchs find
In their luxuriant country a unique – 
As if by providence designed – 
Land-grabber’s chance when things at home look bleak.
Just think: this stable’s in a temperate zone,
Warm as the West Wind, where the ox
Snuffles their hair; yet soon enough each throne
May be torn down, their kingdoms overthrown,
Left headless, like their rulers – chopping-blocks,
Much quicker than the ballot-box!

So cheer up, Mary, ‘let the light of your
Fair countenance fall’ (forgive the shift
Of tone here) on these times of tumult, war
And faction – give your mood a lift,
Think Oriental – what a splendid gift,
For him, your child. That iridescent blue
Lies lightly as your smile on all they lost,
Those realms of sapphire but of ruby too,
And emerald. Call their pilgrimage star-crossed
Or providential – Bishop Eliot’s view – 
But mine’s the plot that works out best for you.


Cretan Artemis

A

Cape wind, make known: did not her brow then flare,
As if a molten core burned deep within?
Sleek beasts, deft riders of the boisterous air,
Were you her shapers, you the ones to spin

That tunic, trimmed to her unknowing breasts
Like inklings of the future, strong but prone
To change with time, while she, tight-skirted, rests
Her frigid gaze on some far-distant zone

And storms off with her nymphs and dogs to prove
Her bow well-made, her tall, taut body girt
With hunter’s kit. Yet sometimes, in far-flung

Or alien parts, a cry would rise and move
Her vanquished soul to fury: ‘You pervert
All nature’s course – let new-born life give tongue!’.

B

Put the word round: don’t mess with this one, mates!
Try something on, you’ll get your hands well burnt.
Her eyes flash daggers through the wind-swept straits
Of your desire like Paolo’s lesson learnt.

Tight-fitting top, nice touch, and what’s beneath
As yet an ogler’s dream, but do look out:
She’s got your number and she’s on the heath
With dogs and nymphs, bow-testing – final bout!

Real fitness-freak she is, togged up like some
Prime-time TV coach, slim, nice tucked-in bum,
And knows the country while you sex-starved mutts

Imagine you’re the ones who’ve got her plumb
In your lust-swivelled sights. A nearby mum-
To-be just called her, said ‘no ifs and buts,

Get here, be with me, help this bag of guts
Yield your next bow-girl once the midwife cuts
That shrunken cord’. It’s nature, mates, so, dumb

As it may sound, I’ll tell you: she who ruts
And tends her young outlives the bloke who struts
His stuff and stalks her straight to kingdom come.


Sisters

Look: sisters, each the other’s mirror-phase,
Like-gifted, singlet hatched, yet each with spin
Her sibling’s opposite; two lives with days
Spent in one room on two time-scales: strange kin!

Each thinks she is the other’s rock and stay
But goes all wobbly if she’s leaned upon;
No question here of mutual aid, no way:
A flash, then nix - electron/positron.

Soft touches, as before, while they proceed
With kindly looks along old Memory Lane.
Their thought: let each be led, and let each lead;
But look, they’re walking out-of-step again.


Resurrection

The Count hears distant trumpets ringing,
Sees how the family tomb reveals
The incandescent rift it’s springing
Beneath his gaze – the vault unseals!

His thirteen sons he duly rouses,
Bows formally to both his wives
Who, trusting, deem ancestral houses
No match for new, eternal lives

But now wait only for young Ben
And, even younger, Beatrix,
Both buried Anno eighteen-ten,
One twelve years old, the other six.
Both dead and laid in Flanders soil
They lead a line death cannot spoil
With its lineage-confounding tricks.


Love Song

A

How then should I contain this soul of mine
Lest it unsettle yours? How should I bring
It up past you into some higher sphere?
O, gladly I’d have done with it, resign
It to the dark with things now lost, once near,
A place obscure, dead silent, that won’t ring
To your deep notes and thereby strike my ear
Though far away. But all the things that go
To shake us, you and me, are like a bow
That’s just so angled as to draw one note
From two strings. On what instrument are we
Then strung? And by whose perfect artistry
And violinist’s hands can music float
In our sweet key?

B

Look, love, I’ve tried to damp it down, this thing
I’ve got for you. I’ve tried to sublimate
(If that’s the word) these urges, tried to knock
Them on the head, but honest, love, one fling
And now I’m hooked. I’d rather put a lock
And key on it, not have one cracking date
Leave me like this, heart-captive (or just cock-
Enslaved, as usual). It’s like some Yehudi
Menuhin type got me and you all moody,
Strung us up on his fiddle, tuned it just
On pitch to get us singing from one sexed-
Up him-and-her book, then constantly vexed 
My nights with shows of love mixed up with lust.
A bloke gone broody!


Merry-Go-Round

It has a roof-thing, and its shadow turns,
And now and then bright-coloured horses come
Back round again, and yet again, from some
Neigh-bouring land whose scent one still discerns
Till they drift off. Sure, some may stretch and strain
In harness yet they all look brave and strong,
None more than that red lion who comes along
Behind the bright white elephant again!

There’s even a stag there, like in the wood,
Though saddled up and carrying a blue-
Frocked little girl, strapped on and firm astride.

Then there’s a little boy, white-coated, who
With hot hand keeps the lion on a good
Tight lead, its mouth and sharp teeth open wide.

And then a bright white elephant again!

Now they come round on horses, two abreast,
Among them glad-rag girls you’d think too old
For suchlike horseplay; then the fun’s on hold
As something, someone comes in view …. you guessed ….

And then a bright white elephant again!

So it runs on, the whirligig, and goes
Its merry way, revolving without aim
One red, one green, a hint of grey that shows
A so-far sketchy profile, just a name
Plus some few facts. Yet one may come who throws
A smile our way, who blinds us yet bestows
Largesse on this our breathless, viewless game.


The Suicide’s Song

So: hang about a bit, not hang!
They always do it, stop me bang
On time by taking their old knife
To my new rope. Pity: all set
To jump, then message them – ‘just met
My Maker, cheers, c/o the afterlife’.

They feed me life in spoonfuls, say
‘Just try, just get it down’,
But I’ll keep throwing up, OK? – 
Spoil your fake medic’s gown!

Life’s middling-good, I give you that,
There’s nosh to keep me fed,
But if health’s what you’re driving at,
No use – goes to my head.

Keeps that lot healthy, does me in.
No choice: must tell you ‘stick it’
And hold my fast through thick and thin
Till death permits I kick it.


Elopement

Often in childhood she’d give them the slip,
Her servant-girls, to witness stormy nights
(So tame at home with all those indoor lights!)
As nature did its big thing and let rip.

Yet surely there’s no night-storm ever shredded
That great park like the conscience-pangs she dreaded,
Whisked by him swiftly off the silken ladder
Then onward, onward as the pace grew madder

Till coach alone remained.

And then she caught it, the black coach’s smell,
With all the perils of the chase
Closing around,
And then at once the blackness seemed to dwell
Within her, with the chill that now she found
Inside the coach. As mollusc into shell
So she, fur-collar-shielded, stroked her hair
And, self-estranged, heard a strange voice declare:
Eachotherbound!


The Orphan’s Song

I’m zero, zilch, and must remain just that.
No Daseinsfrage – grown-up chat.
Not now or later!

Mater and Pater,
Have pity on your brat.

Mind you, I’m not a kid worth cherishing,
My life has a short use-by date;
Once fit for work I’ll soon be perishing – 
Either too early or too late!

This tattered coat’s now all the gear I’ve got;
It’s full of holes and faded, but
It might just prove eternal on the dot
If God decides I make the cut.

Coiffure? This bit of hair’s all I can claim,
A tuft once stroked by someone kind
(Odd how it always stays the same)

But they’ve left love behind.


Core of the Rose

So, there’s the ‘inner’, but then where’s
Its outer? On what inward pain
Is placed the linen cloth that bears,
In mirror form, the message ‘there’s
An inland rose-lake: look again
At what they show, what it discloses,
That perfect carelessness; just see
How quietly those wide-petalled roses
Recline, as if no hand could be
The one raised, trembling, to destroy.
Why, they themselves can barely keep
A lid on it; so many fill
Up way past bursting-point and spill
Forth from that centre, soft and deep,
Into the days whose swelling span
Yields riches greater, greater still
Until it seems all Summer can
Be held in that dream-sated sleep.


Sonnets to Orpheus, II, 3

Mirrors: by no-one yet has it been caught
In web of words, what you most truly are,
How your intense time-intervals are fraught,
Like holes in sieves, with no thing’s repertoire.

Space-wasters in the vastest, emptiest hall,
Witch-knitted branches in a distant wood,
As if a chandelier should pick out all
The sixteen antler-tips your hunter could.

Sometimes you’re artful, figurative, filled 
With painted forms that promptly disappear
Into your hidden depth, while others you,

Though shyly, give your marching orders to.
The loveliest Narcissus bathes in clear
Cool water, cheek averted, spirit chilled.


Sonnets to Orpheus, II, 4

O this is it, the non-existent beast.
They didn’t know and loved it anyway,
Its neck, its gait, and the elusive play
Of light in its calm gaze. And not the least

Of that appeal, what made it nonpareil
Amongst non-beings, was the purity
Of high-bred creaturehood, the surety
That in that space, off every sensory scale,

A slight head movement signified ‘to be’.
No feeding it with grain, just with the bare
Idea or possibility of its

Existence – then a crescent horn you’d see,
Pure white, brow-sprung, yet swiftly settling where
A dream-lost, mirror-gazing virgin sits.


Last Evening

A

Night-rumours, sounds of movement, as the troop-
Train bore the Army past the far park gate.
His gaze rose from the clavecin to wait
For hers; then he bade mind and notes regroup

And so resumed. Near mirror-like, that gaze,
So wholly did she take it on, his own
Idea of her idea of him, each tone
A lovelier cure, like her, for his malaise.

But suddenly it seemed her vision blurred
As, swaying in the window-bay, she heard
And vainly strove to calm her heart’s affray.

His playing ceased. Outside a cool breeze stirred
And, on the dressing-table, sable-furred
And mirrored, there a death’s-head helmet lay.

B

Real fool, he was – just stayed put playing that
Keyboard of his while police sirens wailed
A few blocks off, then looked up, sort-of nailed
Her with his eye, his girlfriend, where she sat,

Then banged more chords out. Really close they were,
Real lovebirds, like, as if given half a chance
They’d let the music plus their looks romance
Them out it, the tight spot him and her

Were stuck in. Then she went all wobbly, pale
As death, and seemed to fear her heart would fail
If she couldn’t slow it down. At this he stopped

The keyboard stuff and, as the thought of gaol
Sank in, came up with some fantastic tale
Of girlfriends, helmets, and how he’d been shopped.


Self-Portrait, 1906

A

Of ancient lineage, of noble birth
And steadfast rank – so those arched eyebrows show.
His gaze keeps still that tinge of blue we know
Means childhood fear and meekness, yet no dearth
Of lordship, courage, pride, or what should go
To make a man. The mouth declares it so,
Large but clear-cut, no glozing tongue but worth
A just man’s credence. Those high brows touch earth
Where wise men know the seeds of virtue grow.

All this, the general gist, is still no more
Than prophecy, not borne out or redeemed
By sorrow or success. Yet forward-dreamed
Reflections such as these may yet be themed,
Though runically, in ways that they deplore
Who’ve no such high-bred destiny in store.

B

Some stuck-up toff, some poet pulling rank
By saying (don’t you know) his pedigree’s
Shown by those poncy eyebrows (what a tease!),
And blue-eyed innocence, and (let’s be frank)
The whole man-child mystique that tells us he’s
The horse’s mouth, not out to shoot the breeze
Like bourgeois, smooth-tongued types but one to bank
The lot on, that is, if you’ll cringe and thank
Those aristos for favours – on your knees!

Then he comes on the prophet, does his spiel
About how it’s all guesswork, all a leap
Of faith, or whatnot, but hints: better keep
Your mouths shut, losers, else you’ll be in deep
Shit when us landed-gentry folk get real
And show you lot you’ve got the suckers’ deal.


A Stormy Night

Prologue

This night, stirred sleepless by the gathering storm,
How wide and roomy now it feels,
As if, long heretofore, its passive form
Were hemmed in close between tight seals.
Though stars stand guard it won’t stand any lip,
Won’t start or stop within the woods,
Nor let my sovereign face require it tip
Its hat, nor your laws tax its goods.
The lanterns gutter, stutter and enquire:
Could it be all our lights are fake?
Must we with falsehood endlessly conspire
To hide night’s truth for comfort’s sake?

1

It’s nights like this when you’re most apt to meet
Those future revenants out on the street,
Their faces pinched and pale, unknowing,
Since present-proof despite your passing feet.
But think: if they should once get going,
Address you, then you’d be a goner, 
Dead on the spot,
Long left to rot.
Yet they stay wrapped in silence, like the dead,
Although their time still lies ahead – 
No future beings here at hand!
Though they face time direct, that hardy band,
They cannot look at it, as if they swam
Sub aqua; and should they hold out 
In that rippling domain they’d see a rout
Of fish and hawsers like a diagram.

2

Such nights may witness gaol-breaks, scenes to haunt
The dreams of prison-guards, left angry after
They witness the light-hearted laughter
Of those who thus see fit to taunt
God’s deputies on earth.
On earth! Let gaol-terms deck the forest trees
While prisoners sleep beneath them as they please
On earth.

3

On such nights things spontaneously combust
In opera-houses. Like an upper-crust
Monstrosity the hall, with tiers and seats
A horse-shoe trap, starts closing in and eats
Its gender-neutral fill
Of toothsome Jack and Jill.
Well-chewed, it’s culture’s own elites
Who mingle flesh like luncheon-meats,
As chunks of masonry explode and sweep
Them down. How know who, in that hideous heap,
Lay under all the rest? Why think to keep
Old pecking-orders up? If his heart beats,
Though crushed, then it’s those dying measures must
Have met his ears . . . . 

4

In such nights, just as centuries back, it starts
Up once again, the beating of their hearts
In sealed sarcophagi, those princes long
Deceased, and such the pummelling it imparts
To coffin-walls that now – though good and strong – 
They crack as damask scorns the carver’s arts
And torn shreds bear gold wraps on dusky streams.
Dark looms the God-house, loud its groaning beams!
The bells swing wide and wild, search turret seams
For hooks, and hang like bats; the doors all jam
And on the pillars every buttress shivers:
You’d think its granite bedrock smashed to slivers
By blind, steel-armoured turtles, slam by slam.

5

On nights like this they know it, the incurables,
Know: we have been . . . .
Yet think, among the lately uninsurables,
The simple, kindly thoughts they mean
To carry on, not break off clean.
Yet of their sons the youngest may,
Perhaps, pursue the loneliest way
For those nights more
Than any bring thoughts un-vouchsafed before:
That he’s long borne a leaden weight
But this unveiling yields a state
Of freedom: cause to celebrate,
	He feels . . . 

6

On such nights every city is the same,
Flags all unfurled,
Caught up in them and every which way hurled,
Then haled off, as if by the hair,
To some far country, who knows where
Or how the land lies there.
In every garden there’s a pool,
A pool-side house, all standard-plan,
Within each house the self-same light,
And lookalikes doing all they can
To shield eyes, block some fearful sight.

7

It’s on such nights the dying may achieve
New clarity, let fingers gently weave
Through hair, still growing, though on near-
Cadaverous skulls, and thrusting through,
In these slow days, as proof death’s outer sphere
Is theirs to overview.
That weaving gesture fills the house, as if
Mirrors have been hung up everywhere
And show how combing lock or quiff
Of any dying mortal’s hair
Shows strength accrued throughout the years 
But now far in arrears.


Coda

Death is our lord.
He’ll keep us sound
And full of laughter.
Mid-life, if our thoughts grow profound,
Then his weeping tells we’re bound
For the hereafter.


The Courtesan

A

In my hair the Venetian sun can change
Glints of base metal to alchemic gold
Through long-perfected art. These brows are bold
In outline, like those bridges; pray behold

How they o’er-arch the eyes that else would range,
Silent though perilous, and, as the Moon
Does with the sea, by secret means commune
With turbulent canal and fraught lagoon.

One glimpse of me’s enough to make some man
Resent my dog because, at a loose end,
My hand that’s never felt love’s sudden flame

And lies there languid, jewel-bedecked, once came
To tousle the beast’s head. Though they descend
Of noble stock one kiss can sink the clan.

B

Nice hair but Venice does that handy trick,
Brings highlights out, all golden in the sun.
Good eyeliner won’t let the make-up run,
Bit like Venetian bridges – no harm done

With eyebrow arched and sharp so I don’t tick
Too many boxes, turn the punters on
With eyes unbridged and apt to strike some john
Like sea-surge or the whore of Babylon.

There’s blokes who’d kill my lapdog out of spite
(No kidding!) just because my free hand strayed
To stroke him, I who never got the hots

For anyone, just sitting there with lots
Of bling as bait . . . . they think they’ve got it made,
Those blokes, but pick me and they’re screwed alright!


The Blind Man’s Song

I’m blind, you onlookers, and it’s the pits,
A thought to madden, craze your wits,
An endless source of new distress.
My hand lies on her arm, the grey-on-grey
Of flesh-tones darkening every day,
As she leads through the booming emptiness.

You stir, you back off, and you think your sounds
Mean more than stones the ocean pounds
On stones; but no, my life confounds
Your talk, they’re mine, those endless howls.
In me there’s torment without bounds – 
How tell where pain’s fierce chord resounds,
My heart-strings or my bowels?

They ‘take you back’, my songs? No part of your
Old routine, not with overtones
Like that. Your life has light and warmth galore,
Its world replete with golden zones.
For you there’s space between things, space where two
Meet face-to-face yet keep the distance due.


Persian Heliotrope

Your feeling: that the rose may be too loud,
Too bright for her, your girlfriend. Greater scope
For nuance in this ornate plant endowed
With such fine tracery, the heliotrope,

Than in the nightingale whose cherished bowers
May ring to notes whose shrillness it can’t hear.
For see: as sweet words in nocturnal hours
May form a tight-linked phrase no shock can sheer
And float their vowels, like violets’ scent, to take
Wing heavenward as keener senses wake,

So they converge, those pinpoint stars, to fill
The quilted silken foliage and still
The restless heart with orchid-scented airs
So hushed and soft they touch us unawares.


Fading

Lightly as after death
She wears them, gloves and shawl;
Their scent drawer-wrapped, her breath
Long drawn, and her last call

For selfhood’s lingering taste.
When last did she enquire
‘Who am I? Some displaced
Relation?’. How they tire

And puzzle her, these things,
As she tidies her room;
‘The girl who lives here brings
Such thoughts of when and whom . . . . ’.


Spring and Death

Oh, all these April dead,
The sable carts that bear them on
Through light that’s garish, glaring, as if shed
By Lucifer; while every chunk of lead
In all the world seems loaded high upon
Those early shoots for excess Springiness,
Just out of spite. Yet see them now process,
The confirmands, just out of smocks, amazed
That they’ve now come of confirmation age,
White-robed, intense, God’s throne-room for their stage,
Till by the elm’s first shadow April-dazed.

Time after time, no matter how
Well-known to us, love’s landscape with each name
In its small churchyard, and the deep
Abyss where certain others came
To meet their end; still now
We come, time after time, the same
Way here and choose once more to sleep
On these Spring flowers beneath the trees, and claim
What peace our shared skies might allow.

Already rising sap breaks the routine
Of sunken rhizomes, leaves dark roots behind,
Seeks out the Sun, and feeds the nascent green
Of growth renewed, bark-sheltered from the wind.

The life of nature quickens deep inside
Those trunks, yet still restrains the joyful surge
As a whole year’s juvescence learns to bide
Its time, hold back, and day-by-day emerge.

The age-old nut-tree, fine, aristocratic,
Swells with futurity while cool and grey;
Yet see the hedgerows shake and wax ecstatic
At what the birds’ presentiments convey.


The Poet (version 1)

You’re running away from me, you hour!
Your every wing-beat wounds me sore.
What use these lips’ expressive power?
How spend my nights and days in store?

No sweetheart have I, no abode,
No dwelling-place to call my own;
Those things on which my art’s bestowed
Revert to me, and me alone.


The Women to the Poet

	(CN, after Rilke)

The Women to the Poet

O poet, it’s in you we live, and by
Your raising us to spirit’s heights that we
At length attain what comes so readily
To any half-way gifted poet-guy
Who gives the old seducer’s line a try
And reads our poems, tells us he can see
Real talent in them, then holds out the key
To higher things (like soul) if we’ll supply
His other needs. Yet it’s you noble souls,
You master-spirits, who so disappoint
Us women when you make it clear our role’s
Not that of life-renewing muse with joint
Since complementary gifts but that of trolls
Who’ll sing the praise of Him the gods anoint.


The Men Reply

‘Pluck us’, they cry, ‘for we’re the world in flower!’
We eye them distantly, let none of that
Come-hither stuff disguise the same old chat-
Up line, their women’s ruse to disempower
The beast in us, the dark flood-tide of our
Desire for them, and treat us oglers at
Their un-plucked petals to the caveat:
‘Let no such beast molest our maiden bower!’.
We cultivate detachment, have our gaze
Run quickly over them, while they repine,
Declare us heartless, soulless, vow to raise
Their sights, have lovers worship the divine
In female form, and so devote our days
To crooning love-songs at their tawdry shrine.


The Women Respond

Fuck us, we cry: it’s you male plaster saints,
You decadents, who’d have us women strike
That soulful note, make out we’re keen to hike
The spirit-stakes, and trumpet your complaints
About our reticence, our artful feints
To lead you on, and how we’re all alike,
Just using our ‘old female wiles’ to psych
You menfolk up and ditch those false constraints!
Just think: it’s your lot, men from Petrarch on,
Who’ve spun that yarn, recycled that old tale,
And so connived at the egregious con-
Trick played each time some poor self-pitying male
Too long deprived of sex or love has gone
Way up and off the woman-hating scale.


Women and Men Respond to the Poet (postscript - CN)

But you, mein Dichter, what deep hurt drove you
To set us quarrelling, urge we thus forget
How strong love’s force, how deep our mutual debt
To nature, and how weird it is, your view
Of what goes on between us, what we do,
Us screwed-up men and women, once we’ve met,
Got past the Romeo-and-Juliet
Romantic bit, and soon enough seen through
Such songs of innocence? Yet what should we
Then make of you, dear Rilke, you who tout
Those courtly-love tropes, treat the he-and-she
As if the sex-war’s what it’s all about,
And turn us from ‘pure spirits, joyful, free’
To monkish glossers, celibate, devout.

Too easily you play the cherished part
Of guide, confessor, guardian angel, one
Hand-picked to carry forward the task begun
By Dante, Petrarch, and those sons of art
For whom love-poetry should reach the heart
By way of ministrations known to none
But souls elect, unlike the young Jack Donne
Who thought great sex the perfect place to start,
If not to finish up. Where he came late
To don the priestly robe (and preach entombed),
You – all-too-young Apollo – couldn’t wait
To take the sacerdotal role assumed
By them, your prototypes, and antedate
The laurels’ droop to back before they bloomed.


Last Word to the Women (CN)

We women sing to you, you have us plead
‘O speak for us, you poet whose least word
May rouse our souls with harmonies unheard,
Or lend our songs the ampler scope they need
If you’re to heed our prayer and intercede
On our behalf, so bringing forth what stirred
In us unrecognised till you conferred,
At last, the gifts of thought and speech that we’d
So long desired’. Deny it if you will,
Go priestly on us, tell us you’re our way
To womanly redemption, drink your fill
Of our rapt melodies, then hear us say,
By your good leave, things likelier to thrill
The chorus-line than your duff passion-play.

It’s still the same old set-up, woman-muse
On hand when needed, plus-points ‘good in bed,
A gifted listener, pleased to keep you fed,
Respond when called upon, and not confuse
Her role with yours or think to turn the screws
On those male poet-perks of yours instead
By asking, when you cry ‘the muse has fled!’, 
Whose absent ministry you crave, and whose
The grief when it’s withdrawn. Let’s say this much
For you, dear ephebe: you devised the means
To give that raw scenario a touch
Of class, adapt it to those changing scenes,
From Ovid down, where myth affords us such
A range of ways to spill the gender-beans. 


In the Morgue

Alert they lie, as if tipped off to seize
Their final chance, devise some stratagem
For getting on, some way to join with them,
The others, and put up with this deep freeze.

For nothing here seems like a last-act close.
What sort of name might they have thought to find
In their morgue gowns? So quickly re-aligned
For grieving viewers’ sake, the mouth that goes

Awry, so soon erased death’s mark! Yet those
Mementos stand, those beards bristle the more,
Now trimmed and coiffured by the prison corps

So as not to nauseate the goggle-eyed.
Beneath the lids, their eyes have swung inside
To see what deeper truths they might disclose.


In the Drawing-Room

A

Everywhere to be seen, those gentlefolk,
The males lace-collared, gartered, on display,
As if their order’s star, swathed by night’s cloak,
Grew ever darker, ever more blasé
And thoughtless; then the women, frail and prey
To fainting-fits but filled out amply by
Their gowns, arms laid in laps, as if to stroke
(What else?) a tiny lapdog with a hand
Itself as small and dainty as the band
About its neck. They’re always out to pry
Into our reading-habits, or to poke
Their noses in and step up the supply
Of goods – still theirs, but stuff we deem bespoke.

From sheer largesse they let us menials try
It out, that life we live as if we’ve got
The hang of it, not them. They live to bloom,
Wax beauteous, shape themselves like Keats’s pot;
We live to grow, to ripen, and to groom
In deepest darkness our subversive  plot!


B

They get in everywhere, those nouveaux-riches,
The blokes all ponced up, putting it about,
Like they’re the top guys in their social niche
(‘Big shot, fly Business Class, please check me out’)
But still half up the tree. The girls they tout
Are just as bad, with all those weird tattoos
In funny places, lapdogs they unleash
(Sharp-toothed and vicious) if you rile them up,
Yet each one each dolly-coddled, like her pup,
Dressed as a mobster’s Barbie, hat to shoes,
And apt to do a passable pastiche
Of old Lucrezia Borgia if you choose
To fob her off with bottom-grade hashish.

So nice of them, the big-shots, to amuse
Themselves by flogging that stuff back to us,
Or arty stuff that lets us fancy we’re
Like them. But what the shysters fail to sus
Is how the art that lets them pay their dues
To Beauty, Taste or Privilege is sheer
Root-pabulum for us who chalk up plus-
Points for what grows more slowly and renews
Itself, deep-dark and low-life, to appear
When we’ve a deal those twisters can’t refuse.


The Egyptian Mary

Branded a whore, still hot from many a bed,
She’d long since taken to her heels and crossed
The Jordan; then, as graves afford the dead
Their peace, so she made nothing of the cost

To her of those heart-offerings, strong and pure,
Freely bestowed as if to quench the thirst
Of all eternity. Sexual allure
Thus grew through grace to greatness, spirit-nursed

And soul-perfected, till at last she lay
There dead, naked humanity, her flesh
Like yellowed ivory, her hair turned grey
And scraggy. Yet perceive the scene afresh:

A lion paces around her, while an old
Man gestures, beckons it, so they can mesh
Their limbs and, thus united, excavate
A burial-plot that’s deep enough to hold
Her body while the lion, in herald’s state,
Supports her stone, not that the angel rolled
From Jesus’ tomb for Mary’s surrogate.


The Island

1

Come the next tide the mudflats will erase
The path, make both sides featureless except
For that small island way out in the haze,
Its eyes tight shut. The earthwork must have kept

The local folk corralled, born as they were
Into a realm where sleep and silence reign,
Where worlds proliferate, then shift and blur,
And where speech is so rare that they can gain

No hold, each phrase re-conjuring some piece
Of flotsam, washed up there by fate’s caprice.
And so with everything that meets their eye

From childhood: stuff that gives those folk the slip,
Too big or bad for all the schemes they try,
More lonesome for their slackening mental grip.

2

As if sunk deep in some moon-crater, each
House stands encircled by its dam, just as
Each garden’s dressed the same, as if to teach
School-kids: wear only what the next kid has!

Yet it’s a violent storm that turns them out
So trimly uniform and, all day long,
Brings fear of death. Then, stuck indoors, a bout
Of madness looms as crooked mirrors throng  

With spooky things on dressers. One boy takes
A step outdoors, plays his mouth-organ, makes
With it a sound of gentle weeping, such

As once he heard on some far-distant quay,
While on the further dike one just might see
A sheep grown monstrous by the devil’s touch.

3

Things inward near, things outward far away,
And inward means a daily growing spate
Of excess stuff we can’t articulate.
This island’s like a star so recherché

And tiny it’s gone unremarked by space,
Yet scarred by terrors silent and unknown
So that, dark and neglected, it must face,
Alone,

The need to end this panic and devise
A deviant orbit of its own to swoop
And swerve through every fine elliptic loop
Of every star and planet in the skies.


Emigrant Ship, Naples

Think: one seeks refuge, hot and flushed, while they,
The victors, dog his heels and slowly close
On him till suddenly, at last, he knows
He can’t escape, turns in their face, and shows
The hundreds, he alone, how courage grows
From peril – so the glowing fruits display
Their mettle when they flash amid the flows
Of ocean blue as the slow orange-boat
Bears them across to the enormous grey
Ship’s jolting mass. And there, content to float
In its dark lee, you’ll glimpse the craft that stows
Fresh fish and loaves, while down the gaping throat
To the ship’s belly heaped coals go their way,
Laid bare to fire, to death, or lands remote.


The Gazelle

Enchanted beast! How could the sweet embrace
Of two choice rhyme-words ever harmonise
Like the alchemic synchrony that lies
In your least movement? Lyre and laurel grace

Your brow and you’re in every way the peer
Of any love-song sweet enough to creep,
Like soft rose-petals, on the reader’s ear
Till his eyes close yet see, in dream-filled sleep,

Your form taut-muscled as if checked at each
Split second, like a rifle-barrel cocked
And loaded yet with bullet still in breach – 

That’s you, head high, alert; or as, when shocked
By noises, a wood-bathing girl should rise 
And turn, the lake still imaged in her eyes.


The Unicorn

Head raised from praying, the saint felt every prayer
Fall from him like a casque, for without sound
There came to him a thing beyond all bound
Of credence, that white beast with eyes he found
Helpless, bereft, yet quite beyond compare.

Its legs seemed made of ivory, superfine
And slim, their movements subtly interlaced;
A white light lent its pelt a lambent shine,
Set off by that one ivory horn that graced
Its moonlit brow, an iridescent spine.
The horn rose slightly with each even-paced
Step forward, while the muzzle, roseate-grey,
Remained just open, showing teeth so white

At every breath that whiteness was outclassed.
Wherever it fell, that gaze, there dawned a light 
No viewer could resist, with an array
Of legendary scenes where magic cast
A light blue-tinted, so the saint might pray


Pietà

So it comes round, Lord Jesus – I behold
Those feet once more, a young man’s feet when first
I laid them bare and washed them, white and shy
Like creatures of the wild which, as I nursed
Them loose-haired, seemed as if entangled by

A thorn-bush. Once again, now as of old,
I view those limbs that never felt the touch
Of mortal lover and at last enfold
You tight in mine. Such pure amazement, such

Sheer wakefulness! Yet, see, your hands are torn – 
Love, never leave me now! O, that they’d borne
My tender bites! Your heart is open wide
Though I alone should find my place inside.

Your tiredness now afflicts you, and your lips
Shrink wearily from mine as passion’s power
Deserts us. Jesus, Jesus, in what hour
Were we two marked to suffer this eclipse?


Venice Out of Season

A

No longer can the golden city cast
Its lure to catch more bright Danaean days
As the glass palaces show Summer past
In scenes reflected by a steely glaze.

In gardens its last remnants sprawl around
In cast-off piles, heads twisted, done to death,
Though there’s a chthonic will from underground
That roots in rotting woods to draw its breath,

As if, one night, the Master of the Fleet
Had doubled galley numbers, set to fill
The air next morning, at each steady beat

Of oars, with scent of tar as winds rebuff
The ships which, leaving harbour, strut their stuff:
Armed to the teeth, flags flying, out to kill.


B

Nice city, Venice, proper tourist-trap – 
Bridges, canals, glass palaces, the lot – 
Well, nice in Summer but it’s really crap
When Winter comes and all the place has got

On offer is the rising damp combined
With cold, wind, rip-off boatmen, corpses thrown
Off bridges, clogged canals, and every kind
Of thief, cheat, cut-throat, ponce, and hooker known

To God or man. Thing is, there’s something sprouts
From that miasmic dung-heap, something gross
But thriving, like the tarts and dope-head louts
Who’ll always fix you with a lethal dose.

It’s like they’d got their shit together, those
Rogue gondoliers, and formed a pirate gang
To hang about off-shore, stage a few shows

Of naval muscle, get the Doge onside,
Then have a corpse wash up on every tide
To give their point bit of extra bang.


The Adventurer

1

Doing his rounds amongst the really real,
Marked ‘I’m the goods’ although he merely seemed,
He brought a sense of risk, a thrill you’d feel
As if nerves tingled to a charge that gleamed

In every room he passed through, then retraced
His steps, still smiling, to restore the fan,
Still warm, to the same hand that he’d embraced
Just moments earlier. Should a rapid scan

Turn up no house-guest close enough to share
The window-niche (from which, as he sat there,
The park seemed full of ghostly wraiths and shades)
He’d find a game of cards with place to spare
And played, and won, hands down – the ace of spades! – 
Of every eye the knowing cynosure,
Whether observed in scorn or high regard,
Watched openly or by the sceptic viewer
Who mirror-hunts for signs of a marked card.

No sleep today, he thought, just like last night,
And drew more looks by acting fancy-free,
Like one with many offspring scattered bright
As roses, and all joyful as could be.

2

Back in the days (no, scarcely ‘days’) when he
And the ocean strove to gain command of all
The deepest dungeons – as if he weren’t free
To count them his by right – the surging sea-
Tide hoisted him aloft, above the squall

And raging flood. Then he recalled a name,
Just one of many, that betimes he bore
As if his own; and so the knowledge came:
That lives were his to summon, his to draw

Back warm and swift-winged from the dead,
Such lives as he, sharp-witted, gripped by dread,
Could then take on at will, among them those
Unlived or unfulfilled, blank resumés
That he alone could dignify and raise
To grasp in full what meaning life bestows.

At times he had no properties, no place,
And, shaking, stuttered: Vacant room to let!,
Then, moments later, took on all the grace-
And-favour pride of a queen’s courtier-pet.

Always new lives, new beings to annex,
Like those of boys who’d not begun to flex
Their own life-muscles and whose very sense
Of what life meant was held in fine suspense
Till he came, swept them up, and soon reset
Their beings to his own. Each time he cruised
The graveyards of regret the air was rife
With closed-off possibilities, with life
Long gone to seed, unrealised, unused.


Roman Sarcophagi

What then keeps us from crediting that we,
So taken up with conflict, hate, and stress,
Confused and self-divided, might yet be,
Should we desire, entitled to profess

Our likeness to this fine sarcophagus
Wherein, with all her hand-worked rings and bands,
Her glass beads, amulets, and icons plus
Those fragile vestments fretted into strands

Of stony dust, some shapeless form had passed,
Long since decayed, to unknown mouths that lacked
All power of speech. Could there be found no brain

To turn the thing to use? . . . . Why not re-cast
It as an aqueduct, an endless tract
Of water mirroring that shape again?


The Fall of Absalom

1

Bold, brilliant, brazen and ear-splitting
The horns blow raucous blasts that tell
Of bygone glories fit to swell
The proudest banners and impel
The cheering multitude pell-mell
Before his tent. Born to excel
All others, save Achitophel:
He took ten women, as was fitting,

It seemed to them, long used to his,
The old King’s, niggard nights and powers,
So when this new guy does the biz
They bloom like fields of Summer flowers.

Off to a meeting, swift as thought,
He leaves onlookers all amazed
While some, the closest-up, report
Themselves near-blinded, dazzle-dazed.

So Absalom leads the army forth
As a bright star might lead the year,
Hair streaming gold to show his worth,
Out-topping every gathered spear,
Those locks no helmet could contain,
Though he, at times, professed to hate
Their sheer profusion for the strain
On his neck-muscles, more in weight
Than the most splendid robe and train.

2

The King’s command: that they should spare,
Not kill, his handsomest son of all,
Though many saw his helmet fall
As he hacked body-parts just where
The desperados fought to tear
Red chunks of flesh from bones laid bare
By blood-lust long and deeply nursed.
Then he was quickly lost from view
Till suddenly a cry rang through
The raging throng: ‘there, in that tree
He’s hanging – it’s his skull you see,
The scalp stretched fit to burst’.

No winking at it now: first in
Was Joab, late turned hunter, whose
Keen eye discerned, amidst the hues,
Bright locks – sweet vengeance, now begin!
So the pretender paid his dues
And the spear-bearers mouth j’accuse
As left and right they pierce the traitor’s skin.


San Marco

In this great inwardness, this cavernous
Enclosure with its curves, twists, golden arches,
Smooth-rounded and bejewelled, there lurked the ravenous
Desire for opulence that always marches

In tightest lockstep with the State, that dark,
That occult power whose steady growth, it seems,
Is vital to their dousing each last spark
Of every radiant thing that shines or gleams

More dazzlingly till it must self-consume.
And then you start to doubt: can this go on?,
And force your way through an arcade that runs – 
As if in some vast diamond-miners’ tomb – 
Suspended from the roof whereon its doom
Stands blazoned in a thousand million suns.
You think: they shine just as they’ve always shone,
Those buildings; yet, in truth, the only ones
That answer to your feelings have long gone
The way of chronic weariness, their tons
Of edificial grandeur but the spume
On every wave that rocks some pantheon,
Or light that blinds us to the shades that loom
When it’s our dark-side sentience it stuns.


The Island of the Sirens

Some evenings, late, when in their cups, they’d get
Him yarning once again, all the old tales
Of voyages recalled and perils met;
Though he scarce knew what serves when language fails,

How stumbling words could somehow put across
Such scenes as he’d once marvelled to behold
As the enchanted islands turned to gold
Amidst the still blue sea. For with the loss

Of mastery this vision brought release
From danger, refuge from the storm and stress
That he and they had borne so long. In peace
They’d drifted, free at last from such duress,

Enjoyed the blessed silence of the rocks . . .
And yet each oarsman knew that songs might ring
Bewitchingly at times, so he who docks
Or dallies near the golden isles must fling

Wise caution to the winds. So they leaned hard
Though panic-stricken on their oars, as though
Encircled by the massive stillness, barred
By songs no ear can tame, no crew out-row.


Esther

Full seven days her women combed her hair,
Raked through the ashes of her grief, despair,
And all the lingering relics of her past
Ill-fortune. Then they laid her locks out, spread
Her tresses in the sun so it could shed
Its warmth while they brought perfumes fit to cast
On one so blest. For now it loomed ahead,

The reckoning-time, not hers to choose, unwilled
Since it placed her amongst those dead or killed
By some obscure decree. A moment’s pause
High on the steps of that infernal pile,
Its doors wide open to engorge her, while
She leant for succour on her sisterhood
Of chamber-maids. For now she understood:
Approach him and you die; no exit-clause.

His presence blazed so fiercely that it flared
And leapt within her ruby coronet
As, vessel-like, she felt his power and let
Herself be filled with it – enrapt, ensnared,

And over-awed by his, the King’s, great might.
Still there remained a third room to pass through,
Its walls of malachite, a sickly hue
Of green that vexed her soul. All this despite

Not having meant to come that far, weighed down
With rare and precious jewels that seemed to crown
Her courage, cruelly, by the extra weight

Accrued from the King’s massive show of power,
While also growing colder by the hour
As they caught something of her fearful state.

And then at last she came close and could see
Him, rampant on the crystal throne where he
Towered over her, that fabled potentate.

The serving-women propped her, led her on,
As she near-swooned with fear, only to fall
Insensate at the King’s feet, deep in thrall
To one touch of his sceptre. Fears now gone
She shuns the sensual, comes to trust in all
And only what her spirit dwells upon.


Magnificat

Now great with child, she laboured up the hill
As if deprived of faith, hope, or self-worth;
Then chanced to meet the matronly yet still
So proudly upright one who knew of birth,
With all its pains and glories, yet would hear
No talk of it. The younger woman gained
New heart from this and, as the pair drew near
And then embraced, her words felt pre-ordained:

‘My dear, I see now why it falls to me,
The low-born but elect; why God averts
His gaze from poor folk and, as all can see,
Showers wealth on rich folks’ idleness, yet He
Seeks one out, one poor woman, that these hurts
Be healed and she be praised eternally!

Just think, the Lord chose me, and our accord
Alone keeps stars on track in the night-sky.

My soul, your endless task to magnify
His name above the utmost heights: the Lord!’.


The Garden of Olives

All grey when he went up, the grey so grey
That in the olive-groves the eye soon lost
Itself as his dust-coated forehead lay
On dusty hands, by sweaty dust-tracks crossed.

‘To end up here! This, the appointed end!
To quit my calling now, as I go blind,
And you still say it’s my job to defend
Your Being, though a Being of your kind

Exceeds my grasp. Find you within me? No,
Neither in me, nor others here below,
Nor in this stone. Companionless I go,

Alone with all the torment and distress
Of humankind for which we’d bring redress, 
The absent You and I who now confess
Your absence, to my shame. The people, bless

Their simple souls, declared an angel came
From heaven . . . What need for angels? Just the night,
Uncaring, to stir trees and have them frame
Dark dreamscapes, his disciples. Fading light,
False god . . . What need for angels? It’s the same

Old night each time around, and this one had,
Just like the rest, its sleeping dogs, its stones,
And O its bitter, O its not-so-bad,
Its like-all-other things that one could add,
Like waiting for the next dawn’s russet tones.

For angels won’t come at the beck and call
Of such beseechers, nor night-visions loom
To order. Naught can come to those from whom
All’s taken, self-subtracted; they shall fall
Beneath the fathers’ judgement, outcasts all,
Dishonoured exiles from the mother’s womb.


Gold

A

Just think if once there was none! Then it must
Have come forth from the mountains by and by,
Then, driven by some powerful inner thrust,
Sought out the rivers to rush down and try

Its sovereign claim: to be the ore of ores,
The noblest metal. Whence it all began:
From heart’s desire to sifting through the pan,
Then new-built Meroës on unknown shores,

From earth’s far bounds way up into the skies,
In spots so fugitive they’re off all maps.
Some fathers’ sons turned on the money-taps,
Struck gold, yet proved their elders’ grim surmise:
So hard it seemed, so cold, so full of traps.

The boom came early on, but soon it went
Against them, those enfeebled by its lure,
Whose wealth was all they ever gained or spent,
Not love. At night, it’s said, they must endure
Soul-piercing thoughts of where their life-hopes went.


B

That bullion got us gaoled, a lengthy term.
Weird stuff: I sometimes ask myself what if
There wasn’t any, once. Then some old firm
Like ours might just have been the first to sniff

It out, one little seam, as it squeezed through
The mountainside, then picked the nearest stream
To get itself down here. They’d have the team
Get going on it, hike the value, screw

The rival teams (if any), and let those
Small-time panhandlers know that if they mess
With us there’ll be a few panhandlers less
To handle pans – tant pis, that’s how it goes.

The preachy sort say ‘wealth corrupts’, ‘let not
Such filthy lucre soil your soul’, and all
The pious spiel, but I say tell that lot
‘Get stuffed; it’s us who’ve bagged the biggest haul – 
So save your sermons for the weekly call-
To-prayer and we’ll enjoy the lives we’ve got’.


Dolphins

Realists to a god, they saw the need
For similars to coexist and thrive
Together, share a lifeworld, be agreed
On signs of kinship, and so find they’re freed
To serve one god, he whom the Tritons strive
To please as they come swirling up from far
Down in the ocean depths. They felt no bar
Of creature-being, knew the dolphin-niche
Had no room for the dumb, cold-natured fish,
And found no end of portals left ajar
Both ways, whatever species-ists might wish.

A shoal came leaping, swam heads-over-heels,
Joyful, free-spirited, as if they felt
The dazzlement a keen-eared flautist feels,
Warm, winsome, playful, fit to melt
The hardest heart, their somersaults and reels
Adroitly choreographed around the prow
Of many a ship, as human forms endow
A Grecian urn. Such then the perfect bliss,
The consummate assurance – contrast this
With how the sailors boggle! – that reveals,

In every dive and leap, yet more displays 
Of classy pedigree. Yet soon the men
Took them for fellows in the risky ways
Of life at sea, befriended them, and then
Dreamed up a realm of myth to captivate
All hearers: how those dolphins showed a taste
For music, gardens, gods, and futures based
On star-charts, whether sage- or sailor-made.


Washing the Corpse

Quite used to him they’d grown, till the time came
To bring the kitchen-lamp, and then the man,
The stranger, wraithlike in its restless flame,
Seemed strange indeed to them. So they began

To wash his neck, and since they’d no idea
Of who he was or what he’d done they strung
Together a whole pack of lies and wrung
The wash-cloths and the story out to cheer

A joyless task. One stopped to cough and laid
Her sponge, vinegar-soaked, on the man’s face.
The other paused, hands raised, so a cascade
Of water poured from her stiff brush. He made
A sign with that clenched, bloodied hand: no place
For this; my thirst, unslaked, yet leaves no trace.

They read the sign. Then, awkwardly, caught out
Like idlers, one cut short the cough and both
Set rapidly to work while, as if loth
To bear the silence or the work, a rout
Of crooked shadows thrashed and thronged about
The walls and tapestries, so great their fear
Of seeing, after that one moment’s sloth,
The work complete, the pattern coming clear.

Meanwhile, through the un-curtained window, night
Stayed affectless as ever and he lay,
That naked corpse, brush-striped, with Judgement Day
At hand and his to call by timeless right.

 
Crucifixion

Just part of it, a day’s work, driving those
Low-life deplorables out to the Place
Of Skulls, so there the weary soldiers chose
To hang around and, as they turned to face

The latest mangled trio, showed disgust
Unmixed with pity. But they’d done a quick,
If messy job of it so now they’d kick
Their heels awhile while that lot bit the dust.

But one, blood-speckled like the death-machine
He was, said to his boss: ‘Him there, he spoke!’.
The mounted leader looked, said ‘Which d’you mean?’,
And he too thought he heard one speak, or croak,

That name: ‘Elija’! Then the whole lot fell
Over themselves to crowd around the cross
And, lest he die on them, poked up a well-
Soaked sponge of vinegar and gall to spell
Yet further torment – orders of the boss!

The hope was they’d have more to jest about – 
What if Elija actually showed up?
Far off, below, as Mary’s shriek rings out,
He cries just once, then drains death’s bitter cup.


The Poet (version 2)

A

Sleek wing of time, how fast you fly, how quick
And clean though deep the wound from every beat
That bears you on. Alone: why then replete
With speech, nights, days, all bound to miss a trick?

No love, no home, no spot on earth to call
My ownmost dwelling-place. All things to which
I give myself so freely soon grow rich
Then sell my goods cut-price, a grifter’s call.

B

Time flies? Don’t tell me – poets know how fast!
Its every wing-beat puts us in a flap.
Why spend our days and nights in spouting crap
That makes us bardic warblers sound half-arsed.

No woman, home-space, peg to hang my cap,
Or comfort to be had when you contrast
Our squandered gifts – kind-hearted to the last – 
With how they thrive on it (love the gift-wrap!).


Childhood

No bad thing if we give more thought to those
Long, boring childhood afternoons – if we
Recall how each seemed an eternity
Though long since gone where time past always goes.

It jogs our memory, maybe in a shower
Of rain, though we’ve no notion how to read
The faded signs: gone from our lives, the hour
Of first encounters, friendships, or indeed

Farewells and partings. Then our lives were full,
Like those of beasts; what happened came about
For us, for them, for things; but we could pull
The poet’s trick and fill our life-worlds out

With trope and simile. Years on we came,
Like shepherds, to enjoy our solitude,
So weighed down, like Pascal, by the sheer scale
Of cosmic space; then, as defeats accrued,
By voices calling, rousing us to fail,
Fail better next time in that grown-up game

Of let-your-childhood-go. The thing was: weave
Threads new and old into some larger sense
Of how lives hang together, how they make
Amends in hindsight and so recompense
Our errors and confusions for the sake
Of what coherence we may yet achieve.


The Lacemaker

1

Dubious at best, ‘humanity’, that word
Whose noble sound rings tinny if you ask
‘Isn’t the usage of it plain absurd
When it’s applied to such a trivial task
As this small piece of lace? Should someone bask
In our acclaim for such a tiny piece
Of craftwork, or lose sight in both their eyes
To fashion it?’. D’you wish such things should cease,
You long-dead blind artificer? Where lies
Your heart if not in this, the enterprise

Of frail yet tireless hands? Just as a tree’s
Life-juices gather between bark and trunk,
So through a punctual rift in fate’s decrees
Your soul escaped, to micro-measure shrunk,
Stepped out of time, and now survives to tease
The slaves of function with their useful junk
And fine-art types your lace-work failed to please.

2

And if, one day, our works and all we’ve done
Should seem to us so mediocre, vain,
Or alien that, come of age again,
We’d not exchange the still remembered run
Of childhood years for all that might remain,
The trials, the toil, the tears – then would it not,
This scrap of lace, now yellowing, intricate
With flower-designs, have us revaluate
Our lives: a thing perfected, her best shot?

Did she too come to hate her life, who knows?
Some joy she had, and it was sacrificed,
And to that joy foregone this lacework owes
Its beauty, hard-won, cherished, over-priced
Perhaps, both real and unreal, feather-light
As life itself. What else then should it bring
But the lace-maker’s word: that things go right,
Achieve perfection, catch it on the wing,
When deft hands set the backing cloth to flight.


The Balcony

A painterly arrangement – how it sorts
Them out, that narrow balcony, decides
Just where they go, like a mixed bunch of flowers
Arranged in a bouquet with all that guides
The florist’s choice, as here where judgment rides
On contrasts, as of young and old, or shorts
And talls, or – varying subtly with the hours
And seasons of portrayal – he who sports
A chubby visage and the type who lours,
Hawk-faced, as who might say: all this abides;
No aspect missed in what the box reports.

So touching, one brief instant yet a stake
In all futurity; the sisters leant
Against each other, seeming even now
To be at some far distance, as if bent
On cutting old ties, or as if, somehow,
Their mutual yearning still required each went
Her own way for the absent other’s sake.

Meanwhile their brother, taciturn and proud,
Autistic maybe, gripped by what he knows
Of his high calling, for one moment shows
A milder aspect such as we’re allowed
To glimpse in son and mother as the crowd
Pulls back, regroups, then hastens to re-close.

And then, between them, peers the witch-like mask
Of an old woman, one whose fragile lease
On a life long outlived allows no peace
To her care-fretted soul and seems to ask
No more than that one hand perform its task
Of grimly hanging on till it should cease,

This torment, while we glimpse the other gaunt
And shrivelled, dangling uselessly against
Her dress as if it hung there, muscles tensed
Though slack and unavailing, just to taunt
This noble clan with portents fit to haunt
Their family snap and savagely condensed

In her sad state. See standing at her side
The child, last one to catch the eye since she’s
So dim, so pale, as if this new reprise
Of their old lineage were arranged to hide
Her almost, mark her ‘unidentified’,
Or ‘person still in progress – patience, please’.


From the Life of a Saint

A fear so terrible he’d known, so great,
That its approach, no less than death’s, would brook
No checks or palliatives; and yet he took
That fear and its survival-lesson straight
To heart, the very heart whose strengthened state
He’d note in his aspiring martyr’s book,

As might a father sedulously note
His son’s first words and steps. He knew them all,
The hardships, harms, and perils that befall
A saint’s terrestrial life, and, like a boat
On a night-voyage, sent his soul afloat
To where, full-term, its destined port of call

Turned out the realm in which its groom and lord
Invited it to dwell. Here it remained,
Alone, and to such loneliness constrained
As beggared solitude, took naught on board
Of human intercourse, and thus restored
To him, far off, the peace his soul had gained.
 
So, as the decades passed, he came to feel
Within himself, by grace of it, a sense
Of holding in his hands the one source whence
There came both tenderness and strength to heal
That outward isolation: by appeal
To inner bonds of trust and sentience,
As with all creatures stamped by nature’s seal.


Death of the Beloved

No great death-expert or thanatophile,
He knew death cuts us off and bids us please
Stop chattering; though with her it took a while – 
She wasn’t snatched away, just by degrees

Erased from Orpheus’ view, until she’ll swoon
And cross into the unknown realm of shades
Where she smiles on them gently like the moon,
Her kindliness still lingering as she fades

From his now tortured sight. So it transpires
That he and they, the dead, get onto such
Good speaking terms through her that he counts much

Of mortal speech mere falsehood and desires
No more of it. Death’s land is sweet and kind,
Like her whose foot-prints draw him close behind.


Family of Strangers

A

Like all the dust that somehow slipped the broom,
Unseen before but, to some unknown end,
Now sunlit and discovered to extend
Its greyness to each corner of the room,

So they too showed themselves from who-knows-what
Outpost of family life; popped up in front
Of your each daily step and seemed to hunt
For you, strange presences at every spot

Of every rain-swept street. Or maybe you
Were not thus privileged. For one voice sang,
A voice from years gone by, and it conveyed
Great tenderness yet, mixed with that, a pang
Of grief; and then a hand that never made
Full contact, quite, with yours; and so you knew
The hand and voice spoke sadly, but spoke true.
What have these four to do with me, this gang
Of aliens? How escape the traps they’ve laid?


B

Like household corners full of dust and dirt
The shit-heap grew, the psychic stuff they piled
On me, Mum, Dad, the lot of them, and riled
Me up so much with all the pain and hurt

That home became a cesspit and I seemed
To see their filthy look alikes loom out
At every turn, a spook-infested rout
Of aliens set to hunt me down and teamed

Up solely to torment me. Or perhaps,
Just possibly, I’m not the only one
Picked out for such crap treatment. There’s a lone
Voice in the demon chorus making fun
Of me, kid-Oedipus, that strikes a tone
More sorrowful, that echoes through the gaps

In their hate-bacchanal, and fills each lapse
Of savage joy with savage grief. Have done
With families, it says – they love their own
Nice kids to death but kick prodigal-son
Types out-of-doors for good. That’s why I’ve grown
So bad-ass, kicked the stuffing out of chaps

Who love their parents, treasure family snaps,
Send cards each Mothers’/Fathers’ Day, and run
Old-format films and videos to atone
For some past sin. They’re like the sound of one
Hand clapping when grief-seasoned hands disown
The harm that comes of all two-handed claps.


The Solitary

No way! I’ll make a watch-tower of my heart
And seat myself upon its dizzying verge.
Where nothing is, there language falls apart
And words fail as the world and suffering merge.

Still solitary, still thing-like, still a prey
To bouts of wild abandon in a place
Of pulsing dark and light where I must face,
Strobe-imaged back at me, my own display

Of endless, restless yearning. Yet it’s still
Right there, that stony visage, forced to bear
Its deadweight, as must I, by strength of will
And to find joy in face of blank despair.


The Flamingos

A mirror-image Fragonard would catch
As much of their resplendent red and white
As would a man who, thinking to recite
His mistress’ charms, said simply ‘O but watch

Her sleeping softly there, soft as can be’.
Like pink-stemmed flowers among the plants they grow,
Their heads turned slightly, synchronised just so,
Spell-binding and spell-bound, such sorcery

As Phryne once deployed. Then jealous cries
Ensure they hide and stow those white-fringed eyes
Deep in the pillowing softness, black and red,

Of their thick-feathered coats. More cries: they raise
Now watchful eyes again, show some surprise,
Till singly, silently, with measured tread,

Each picks its way across the aviary, sways
On those botanic legs, and stalks ahead
To bathe itself in fantasy’s sunrise.


At Supper

‘A providence that shapes our ends’? Perhaps,
But who’s to sort what’s piffling from what’s packed
With consequence, as if a riddler cracked
The family’s back-room dinner code from scraps

Of ill-lit shop-front signage. Though they sit,
Hand food around, behave in homely ways
Or lay it on, the signals they transmit
Require – allow – that utterer’s meaning plays

No part in it. And all the time their stop-
Start intercourse disrupts the flow of food
And drink, while each one’s off on some large hop
Of mental space though still in place as viewed

By them, his fellow-travellers. Yet is there
Not always one who scowls despite the care
His parents take to please him, and who shoves
Those old fools back up memory-lane (kid gloves – 
Else he’d have sold them off, that useless pair).


The Rose Window

In there it spreads a hush, the way their paws
Touch down so softly, leave you spellbound, dazed,
Till one cat breaks the spell, its eye meets yours
And fastens, grown enormous, instinct-glazed

And victim-locked to track the fleeting trace
Of what’s been snatched, the vision of a state
That drifts, then swims, then yields to the embrace
Of an eye-centred maelstrom leading straight

To nothingness. And so it is with this
Rose-window eye, asleep though it appears,
Which opened wide, snapped shut on that abyss,

And haled the sinner to a realm apart
Wherein this dark cathedral, fraught with fears
And incense, clasped him to its blood-red heart.


Pink Hydrangea

That pink, who’d dream it up? And who’d have guessed
That they might congregate in each bright clump
Of colour-fantasy, though set to dump
That glory soon enough when they divest

Themselves like gilded stuff long put to use.
Should it hold out for you, smile down on your
Earthly pursuits? Should angels find excuse,
Sweet-natured as they are, to just ignore

The wondrous scent that spells its mortal fate?
Or might they not then rate it all the higher
For giving its bright hues a cut-off date,
Not leaving it more gradually to expire

Or wither, like those lesser plants that last
The season out? For each hydrangea, green
Beneath the pink, knows well from seasons past
That growth and withering’s all there’s ever been.


The Bachelor

Assorted documents spread out below
The desktop lamp as night surrounds and seeps
Into the cabinets. What they bestow,
Those ancestors, he cherishes: it keeps
His soul alive, although the records show
They died as he will and none of them sleeps
More soundly for his zeal to tend the glow
Of past renown while honour’s spirit weeps.

In its deep-grained account each wooden chair
Stands high, maintains the standard they all share
Along the wall, while his sense of self-worth
Finds gentler respite from his labours there
On softer furniture. From the night air
Dark shades descend into the clock where, birth-
To-death, the pendulum leaves naught to spare
Of a life milled so fine that he, proud heir
To millers past, soft-sifts his time on earth.

Nothing sinks in, so feverishly he
Thumbs through the papers, as if rifling sheets
From bodies, mounting raids on times gone by.
Anon he takes to whispering (every pie
He’s got some finger in!), and warmly greets
One of those fellow-scribes, so that almost
You’d think he deemed himself the addressee:
‘How well you take my point!’, and shows his glee
By thumping the chair-arm. Yet please remark
The mirror, now uncensored in the dark,
As it takes down some curtains, then repeats
The action with a window, till the coast
Is clear and there stands, all prepared, the ghost.


The Sundial

At times a mouldy odour emanates
From shadowed places in the garden where
The water-droplets intermix and share
With birds of passage, calling to their mates,
The presence of that sundial standing there,
Its readings now a misty diagram
Of Summer’s passages, with marjoram
And coriander measuring the rates
Of change as leaves and petals test the air – 

Except when a fine lady, maid in tow,
Strolls by, bright-hatted; stops awhile; and so,
While stationed there, our interposed madame
Bids sun and dial wait out the traffic-jam.

Or, should the wind perchance get up and bring
A summer shower that has the tree-tops swing
And swivel, there’s no longer any way
The sundial might compute the hours or match
Its darkened reading to the sun-ripe batch
Of fruits and flowers the whitened walls display,
Those painted shades, each one a vivid swatch
Of semblance set against the creeping grey.


Opium Poppy

A

A thing apart, this flower, the deadly bringer
Of an infernal sleep that softly winds
Them in, those freely willing, open minds
In whose still youthful souls reflection finds
A shallow space where apparitions linger,

Where dreams come on in twitchy masks, borne high
By giants in clumping buskins, while the seed-
Head bearers, limber stalks that serve to feed
Those lofty swaying flasks, appear to need,
Though standing tall themselves, their own supply

To share among the buds that droop and fade,
While round fringed calyxes the petals spread
Out wide to poppy-charm the dreamer led,
By scent and hue, to have it fill his head,
That feverish corona without shade.

B

A flower apart, ‘absente de tous bouquets’,
A veritable fleur du mal, it grows
And casts its neuron-chewing spell on those – 
Baudelaire’s ungifted spawn, not Mallarmé’s – 

Who try it out, get high on what it does
For love’s young dream, gaze yearningly at their
Reflected images, all junkie-fuzz
And self-deceit, then start to get their share

Of bad-trip stuff – the masks that scare them shitless,
The buskined clumping giants, the whole sick crew
Of poppy-fed grotesques lined up to screw
Whatever’s left of brain in those so witless,

So hell-bent or debt-driven as to give
Themselves up to the evil power contained
In its seed-heads. See them lined up like dormitive
Yet lethal cluster-bombs on stalks deep-veined

And upright now, though looking pretty crap
A short while back so you’d have thought the yield,
With all those droopy stems across the field
And all those poppies hanging head-in-lap,

Wouldn’t be up to much. But never fear:
The dope-heads won’t go short, they’ll get their fun,
Their blissings-out and horror-shows; for here
The petals spread to make a roseate sun

Round every swelling bud, a feverish zone
Whose centre’s everywhere the Toxy hits
And whose circumference, like God, just fits
The mind-space freed up by the Methadone. 


Lullaby

And should I lose you by and by,
And you lie waking, memory-tossed,
What then? Unless I come, though lost
To your embrace, and as I lie
Beside – no, chastely bend and sigh
Above you, like a lime-tree crossed
By restive winds, my Pentecost
Of voices, until sleep draws nigh . . . .

Unless I wait and watch, stand here
As you lie sleeping – softly phrase
My words to fall, as did my gaze
Back then, in sounds like touches dear
To you, caresses that would clear
All sleep-denying thoughts, find ways
To close them gently as a lover lays
His hand on breast, limbs, mouth . . . a fear

You’ll feel unless I come again,
Encircle you alone, and keep
You safe from every harm that sleep
May bring, in dream or standing plain
To wakeful watchers. Why disdain
What’s mine to give, and why hold cheap
My balms, my Star-Anise, my heap
Of nostrums for your nightly bane?


Growing Up

Her world, entire, sufficient, one that she
Affirmed in all its fearfulness, its grace,
And sheer upstandingness, as if to face
What could or couldn’t find some proper space
For imaging, for Arks wherein to place
The covenant so all the folk might see,
Or not, the runes that spelled their destiny.

She took the lot on board, seemed quite OK
With UFOs, with split-second vanishings,
With spooky stuff, or those mysterious things
That science can’t catch up with, all that springs
A new surprise each time, yet never brings
The least disturbance to the one whose day-
Job’s fetching water – idle thoughts don’t pay!

But then, midway through some teenagers’ game,
Her world in all its aspects underwent
A sudden, wholesale change, so things she’d spent
Long years in memorising now were lent
A strange, free-floating aura as if sent,
Like snow-white eiderdown, to softly spread
Its veils on upturned face, on naked head.

And now so thick they lay she could not lift
The veils nor any longer make out, through
Their layered density, what hitherto
Comprised her total world, nor yet what new-
World revelations might declare it true,
That voice’s constant urging: be thou swift,
Turn inward, cut those childish years adrift.


The Arrival

What was it made our pulses race – the speed
At which it took the curve, or seeing those
Baroque-style angels that evoked who knows
What memories, bluebell-framed, of places we’d

Once visited? As quickly as it dawned
The vision faded, castle grounds replaced
The countryside, and change of vista paced
Our headlong drive, till at the gate – forewarned

Of our approach – the word went out and we
Beheld it swing wide open. Brought to rest,
We saw how sunlight flashed like angry eyes

Off glazed door-panels and a greyhound, pressed
To rouse itself, then slid out serpent-wise
And smoothly took the steps, one stride for three.


Lady at her Mirror

As one who leaves the spices to diffuse
Themselves in her choice sleeping-draught, so she,
A little tired, lets her own mirror see
It siphoned off, that smiling face she views.

She waits awhile to have the flow increase
And show her hair, unfastened, join the rush
For nullity, until its remnants brush
Her shoulders, yet untouched, a perfect piece

Of fleshly marble, all beneath still clad
In evening wear. Unsure, as if to try
Conclusions, she drinks slowly what one mad

For love of her would gorge on; then her maid
Is called to clear the mirror’s floor – goodbye
To lights, to furniture, and nightly shade.


The Mountain

Full thirty-six or full one hundred times
The painter’s tried to capture its high peak,
Driven off, dragged back, still blaming poor technique – 
Full thirty-six or full one hundred times

To the volcano whose sublime forfends
Portrayal though it leaves him blissful, seized
By longing, mindlessly, like a fool pleased
To think he’s hit off that which far transcends

The art of picturing. A thousand days
The mountain used its veto, days that sank
To nights, all judged sub-par (though fit to rank
Sky-high by human lights); each image stays

For just an instant, snapped then commandeered
To fill some vantage-point so it supplies
A broader, more objective exercise
Of vision till at length what once appeared

Mere sketchbook stuff begins to volcanize,
Spurn draughtsmanship, command a vista sheared
Of partial views and, lower slopes once cleared,
Reveal a form unknown to human eyes.


The Scarab

Aren’t they right there, the stars, at your behest,
And doesn’t all there is lie close to hand
When you’ve that red-quartz scarab to attest
The space that torqued its crystal heart yet spanned

The firmament, compressed and held in place
The scales that gave it shape, as well as flowed
Into its blood, none other with such grace
And pure gentility. Here it’s been stowed,

Hung up, these past millennia, its long peace
Unbroken while the other beetles close
Themselves in on themselves, crave no release
But its slow-swinging mass for their repose. 
 

A Girl’s Lament

Back then, when we were kids, we liked 
The loner’s role. It got us psyched-
Up, Girl’s-Own style. Some kids would squander
Their time on punch-ups (vulgar herd!),
While we had each a choice of word,
Just ‘near’ or ‘far’, for spots preferred
Or not; trails, footpaths, ways to wander.

I still thought, then, that life would keep
Providing me with ways to steep
Myself in fruitful knowledge: what
Could put a stop to progress, how
Should intellect backtrack, allow
Mind’s sovereignty to lapse, and now
Grant it a bit-part in some panto-plot?

I felt it suddenly, that state
Of exile, solitude so great
It soon waxed monstrous and my soul
In forced retreat heard the faint cry
Of stifled senses, sounding high
From some far peak attuned to my
Heart-anguish. Give us wings, make whole
Our shattered lives, or take the toll
That’s our last option: let us die.


The Parrot House

At the lawn’s edge they gather, lime-flowers spread
Above them, perched on branches that they tread
And set to gentle swaying as they’re led
Through memory’s maze to yearn for all they’ve shed
Of some far-distant homeland where, in stead
Of alien airs, they’d breathed a fragrance bred
In living, bright-hued climes that fill each head
With changeless imagery though touched by dread
When summoned up from this realm of the dead.

Strictly for other birds, that everyday
Branch-business stuff, not meant for such as they,
Those plumed exotica that always play
The lead roles, check they’re looking AOK,
Have markings redolent of old Cathay,
And, with their jade and jasper beaks, convey
To lesser breeds, both predators and prey,
Their message: ‘sure, we’ll mumble it, this grey,
Unappetizing food the keepers lay
Before us, but we’ll make their masters pay
For all the half-chewed stuff we chuck away’.

Meanwhile, the pauper pigeons humbly go
Their ways around to peck up bits that no
Proud parrot deigns to sniff at lest it blow
A hole in the great chain of high-to-low,
An upset to the bird-land status quo
That’s here affirmed by having parrot throw
Aside what’s coveted by pigeon, rook or crow.

Enough of this: the master-birds bestow
Their post-feed time on rocking to and fro
In dream-like fashion, as if on a slow
Boat home to China, and – what masters owe
To lesser breeds – on letting tongues that glow
Dark-veined and vicious flick their chains as though
They’d spring those shackles for the raree-show. 



The Tower

Earth’s core. As if what you so blindly strove
And struggled up toward were just the first,
Ground-level stopping-point that you traversed,
Like water blocked and thwarted till it drove

Its lurching way between sheer banks and burst
Out from the darkness, then abruptly clove
The air, struck upward like a bolt of Jove
Sent back, so you its witness, blest or cursed, 

Stationed above the gaping void behold
It leaning, looming over you, that vast,
Earth-blackened tower that leaves your soul aghast
And senses stunned, like a bull put on hold

Just long enough to summon all your past
Night-fears and fantasies, all psyche’s old
Self-torment kit . . . 
Yet just before you’re sold
Completely on the thought ‘time for my last

Farewell, dear life’, a sudden cooling breeze
And glimpse of sky are all it takes to show
You wrong – you’re out of there, that place below
Where dark obstruction rules, and what you see’s

More like an aerial view where all things flow
And mingle, heights and depths conjoin with ease,
Perspectives smoothly intersect, and he’s
That painter, Patenir, whose healing glow

Of conflicts reconciled is what the land
So eagerly awaits. Those everyday
Vignettes of his show distance fall away,
Blank intervals of clock-time deftly spanned,

And bridges springing, racing as if they
Were hounds let slip to chase the twirling band
Of ribbon which the houses pass from hand 
To close-linked hand, lest anyone betray

Its presence. See: bright vistas now expand
Before you, open country, a display
Of nature’s leafy riches as the gay-
Hued ribbon frisks along, no fixed route planned.



The Swan

Life as a constant drag – that’s what he bears,
The swan who walks on land, whose plodding feet
Make endless torment of his daily cares.

And as with death, that last falling-away
Of all that held us up on earth, he’ll greet
The chance to switch domains without delay,

Launch out into the water, where he’ll find
A gentle, joyful welcome of the kind
That element reserves for creatures borne
With graceful ease from curl to crest, while he
Moves ever more securely, regally
On lakes his sovereign presence will adorn.


The Stranger

A

Heedless of what they thought or felt, his friends
And relatives – since he no longer cared,
He headed off. Some stuff he left, but where’d
The rest gone? Not his story, where it ends.

Night-travel was his thing, if moonlight-clear – 
Not like old night-time trysts! He’d commandeer
A vantage-point, watch all night long as stars
Shone bright, forced gaps apart like prison-bars,
Or hard-pressed battle-lines that tack and veer.

Then there were nights when every moonlit village
Gave up its sparkling loot like thieves their pillage,
Or when some ancient pile loomed light-bedecked
And kept night-watch again (at this he’d turn
His head, let dreams that otherwise he’d spurn
Invade it for a moment, flow unchecked,
So he’d imagine living there, despite
The deeper knowledge: there’s no dwelling-place
For keeps, no road but curves toward some space
Of bridges, fields, and paths – his line of flight!

All this, to give it up without regret,
Beyond desire, was now what signified
Life’s meaning more than any challenge met
In quest of worldly stakes or public fame.
Yet now and then, in foreign parts, he spied
A hollow stone beside a well that came,
For all its foot-worn, humdrum state to claim,
For him, what land and wealth might else provide.

B

He did another runner – wife and kids
Left penniless, rent in arrears, mates owed
A tidy sum – c/o ‘no fixed abode’,
Whatever day of reckoning put the skids
Under him. Left some loot at home but stashed
The rest away (deposit-box – soon cashed!).

Liked travelling at night, no risk some cop
Or old mate-turned-informer might just spill
The beans, or some ex-girl-friend think so ill
Of him, her old nights-only bloke, she’d shop
Him soon as look at him. So he’d now steer
A cautious path by starlight, keep well clear
Of favourite spots, like betting-joints and bars
(Think prison-bars!), and stick to single-stop
Rail trips so no commuters gawped their fill.

On certain nights he’d reach some village, see
It spread out there before him, filigree
With starlight, and then think: ‘rich pickings there,
Posh houses, Porsches, but I’d better skirt
Around it – chances are they’re on alert
For badman me, patrolling everywhere
Around, including that old stately pile,
The sort of place I wouldn’t in the least
Mind shacking up in till the prowling beast
In me comes back and cautions – not my style!’.

Must have been on the run that umpteenth time
A thought occurred: the stuff he left behind,
Wife, kids, nice home, friends in the Serious Crime
And Fraud Squads – all of it now mattered less 
Than scenes, events, and small things brought to mind 
At each turn on the road to dispossess
Himself of nearest, dearest, home-address,
Attachments, goods and chattels, gifts in kind,
And everything that first impelled his climb
From shades of buddy-can-you-spare-a-dime
To front-page mugshots in the tabloid press.


Snake-Charmer

See him, the serpent conjurer, as he sways
Dreamily back and forth, brings tones that rasp
And soothe alternately from what he plays,
The bottle-gourd that stirs and charms the asp,
As likewise any stranger within grasp
Of its strong spell who, spared this market-day’s
Great tumult, answers to a sinuous phrase
By yielding, spell-struck, to the conjurer’s clasp.

There, in its flute-charmed circle, like the snake,
He harkens to the music’s once-, twice-, thrice-
Repeated notes and sees it slowly make
The thing uncoil and stiffen, that device
That magicked his own limbs, and next entice
It to sink back, head swaying, and now take
Its respite in the basket, scarce awake
To any but the charmer’s paradise.

Yet those harsh notes return, that jangling noise
To tense its muscles, rouse its sleepy brain,
And, dervish-like, create an equipoise
Of forces, whipped to speed till, once again,
The flute resumes its somnolent refrain
And then, next thing, the listener enjoys
A near-hypnotic trance as he now toys
With it, the snake, and all who strive in vain

To break the spell. First off it makes you feel
You’re drowning, swept away in the dark tide
Of that fast-rising flood; but quickly he’ll
Change tune and instrument, set flute aside,
And let the pounding calabash provide
The soundtrack of a sky that’s cochineal
In hue and sets its hot, face-cracking seal
On your pale face, just as hot spices hide

All trace of Northern memories. Now you’re
Alone, defenceless, way up white man’s creek
Without a backsheesh paddle, skin left sore
By sunburn, fever hectic in each cheek.
Yet still the shafts of evil rise and seek
You out, still the snake-charmer’s volleys score
Their soul-subduing strike, and still the poor,
Head-swaying snake foregoes all chance to speak
As, glittering with poisons, its oblique
Submission runs: stay back, vacate the floor,
Don’t listen – it’s your minds he’s out to freak!


The Convalescent

As street-songs in cramped quarters come and go,
Their volume growing only to recede,
Like birds that venture close for bread you throw
But, lacking nerve, take wing before they feed,

So life has its cheap fun with her, the weak
And listless convalescent, keen to play
The role of one neglected, left to seek
What comforts lie to hand, like giving way

To pure self-pity. A hand-gesture, quite
Untypical for her, conveys the sense
She feels of something naughty, scarcely right,
Seductive, even, as the hand, now tense,
Weak, fever-stiffened, blossoms in her sight,
A fiery flower, its petals burning bright,
Enfolding her, as if to recompense
Its withered state by sheer beneficence.


Tanagra

A small, clay-sculpted hand,
Then hardened, solar-hot;
Surely a girl’s, short-spanned,
As if to gesture . . . . Not
For us now to require
It answer our desire,
Having so long out-stayed
Desire itself, reached past
Our reaching back, held fast
Just the bowed head once laid
On that same palm. At last
It rests entire, point made.

We lift, inspect, rotate
This or that objet d’art,
Scarce know to estimate
How short or long their date.
Just let us go as far
Back as we can, explore
Yet deeper, seek out more
Such artefacts as are,
Like this one, fit to store
With wonders gone before
In wisdom’s repertoire.


The Cathedral Porch

1

There they remain, as if the massive surge
Of some flood-tide, its flow and counterflow,
Had washed the stones and, in a parting show
Of generosity, had let emerge

Those oceanic attributes, those traits
That bear its elemental mark and yet
Stand out from rock formations since inset
With halos, mitres and suchlike displays

Of churchy opulence. Or else you catch
The glimmer of a smile, a face to match
A clock with its own notion of what best

Preserves the public peace. Now charged to guard
The city gates, their ears once listened hard,
Fine-tuned, deep-whorled, for each sound of unrest.

2

No end to it, the breadth, the depth, the scope
Of what’s presented here: just as, on stage,
The props and scenery require you gauge
The hero – from his entrance – as no dope

Or soap-star type but one who needs to lean
On that dark-shadowed portal as his route
Of access to the tragic realm, or suit
His protean talent to the switch-routine

Of God the Father with His awesome power
To change into His son, who’ll opt to shower
His roles on others, mostly extras stuck

With bit-parts. So the cookie crumbles, as
We know: the blind, the madmen, and the has-
Been lot turn saviours – Christ has all the luck!

3

They stand sky-high, their hearts are stilled, for they
Stand on eternity, torn or redeemed
From time’s embrace. Once in a while it seemed
A signal went up, heaven-bound, to stay

Suspended for a few half-paces, only
To find the centuries outpacing its
Slow steps while they just overflew the bits,
The carvings, where, unwitnessed from their lonely

Surveillance-point, the walls still teem with creatures
As yet uncrushed, the threatening sort whose features
Then shift, like nimble acrobats, to skulk

And sulk lest their wild antics, giving way
To adolescent cringing, should betray
Themselves to torment by the Almighty Hulk.
 

The Pavilion

Still there are remnants of it, lingering shades
Of what once was, what briefly flourished, then
Was gone; still present though the daylight fades
Through rain-streaked glass, though in the silence there’s
Small trace of those lost fortunes, graces, airs
And courtly niceties that mattered when
This place, too, mattered. Distantly again

You feel it, as in those stone chaplets wreathed
Above the door, itself unused, left wide
To all and sundry, yet as if bequeathed
Some secret, something covert to confide,

So links stay clandestine, retain their hold,
Yet quiver, like still water ruffled by
A passing breeze, or as a centuries-old
And noble coat-of-arms still speaks of high

Renown though used to seal a note dispatched
In blissful haste. And so, despite it all,
How little change there’d been, how intrigues hatched
Back then are yet remembered, tears still fall,

And hurts remain. In leaving, you will pass
Along the now quite unfrequented, tear-
Moist avenue and take away, alas,
The memory of those urns that re-appear,

Now cracked and crumbling, at the roof-top ledge
Where their sole task is to conserve the sighs
Sent up by those in whom grief’s keener edge
Has long been dulled to mute the few last cries.


The Marble-Wagon

Immoveable, it moves: the sevenfold team
Of horses strains as, step by step, they shift – 
It shifts – the thing no force could pull adrift
As, deep within its marble, the esteem

Of ages joins with pride and strength of will
To tell the people: look! – far from unknown,
Goes under many names, the way they’re prone,
Those tragic actors, to come on, pre-drill

Us in the plot, then take it forward from there,
Then stop. So too the piling-up of days
Will cease, the emperor ride in pomp, displays

Of wealth and power unfold, and captives go
Their weary, stumbling way ahead, so slow
It holds things up, that cart-horse load they share.


The Alchemist

He smiled mysteriously, then pushed
The flask aside (though it still gave off vapours),
And thought: I’ve read the scientific papers
And know there’s one thing missing, something shushed

Up by the guild since the one thing required
To turn base lead to gold is the one thing
Beyond their feeble, earthbound reckoning.
It’s time it takes, millennia, once you’ve fired

Them up, those  vessels, got them all to boil,
Since then you’ll need a mind that’s ocean-sized
Or intellect of trans-galactic scale

If choice ingredients are not to spoil,
Your labours go to waste, and that most prized
Intent of yours not prove foredoomed to fail.

And then he picked it up, that monstrous fruit
Of all his fiercest passions, gripped it tight,
And threw it, hurled it out into the night
Where, veering from the arc of his pursuit,

It followed its own course, a gradual curve
From realms of chaos, vaulting pride, and greed
To realms where cosmic harmony decreed
An order far beyond the chronic swerve

Of those Lucretian atoms. So it shot,
The joy of his desiring, to a zone
Of elemental justice while he crouched

And mumbled curses, like a drunken sot,
Over the hidey-hole that held the stone
Of . . . gold, or so his intuition vouched.


The Reliquary

Outside the forge was Destiny, alert
To any latest news of rings and chains
Fresh-made (since her dominion yet remains
Dependent on them). Inside they’d revert
To thinghood, objecthood; reflect what pains
He’d taken over them, the crown not least,
That just-another thing which, black with rage
And trembling violently, he yanked and creased
Into a rondure where his tools could swage
A setting fit for gems to grace a feast.

Meanwhile his eyes drank wintry draughts and grew
As cold as the well-water he gulped down
Each day, so that when, finally, the new,
Superb reliquary was brought to view,
Pure gold,  twenty-four carat, like the crown
An object beyond price, and placed before
Its maker hoping now to make its own
The role of bearer for the carpal bone,
So small, so white and exquisite, a store
Of miracles, a relic whose renown
Would, royally borne, endure for ages more . . . 

Yet he stayed kneeling, lacked the strength or will
To rise, wept piteously, seemed torn apart
By grief, as if his soul could get its fill
Of torment only if he prayed until
The self-evisceration pierced his heart,
Exposed it to the ruby’s tranquil glow
Wherein he found some comfort, some defence
Against this fearful tumult though his sense
Of what it meant, that radiance, seemed to throw
In question everything his life and art
Once stood for – all that relic had to show.


Townscape

Out of the blue: one instant and they’re piled
Heaven-high, the outcrops, houses, bridges, patches
Of that old sky, now ripped to jagged swatches,
The town defenceless, open to the wild
Destructive force whose portent’s there to see
In a streaked, blood-red dusk where fate’s decree
Stands absolute for those who raise their eyes. 

And yet, what’s this? Not just a dash of blue’s
Old healing power, but more: a blend of hues,
As when night’s darkling shades first harmonise
With evening’s twilight hour, or salves pervade
And soothe a wound, or one glimpse of the sky’s
Liquescent dawn brings soul-restoring aid
To those whom that last, hellish dusk has made
Near-mad, like blaze of noon in midnight guise.

Deserted now, the arches and the wide-
Spaced sweeping avenues; cloud-patterns slide
And mingle, near-transparent, over streets
Where rows of houses crave the balm supplied
By that cool darkness. Suddenly it meets
Their eyes, a glint of moonlight; part-repeats
That first apocalypse, yet with a just
Archangel who prefers the dew should rust
His bright sword than reflect an eventide
Of chaos loosed as cosmos overheats.


Song of the Sea

Ancient of griefs, of days
Disturbed, nights troubled, sea-
Scape ruffler that obeys
No rule: much better he
Who keeps late hours should raise
His forces to resist – 
Ancient of griefs, of days – 
The tactics you enlist
To open up within
Old stones a vaster space
Where, from their origin,
Comes echoing back a trace
Of ocean-rumours missed
On gentler winds.
Wherein
Should it reside, their gist
For, say, the moon’s close kin,
The fig-tree, stirred by grace
Of branches zephyr-kissed?


Lady on a Balcony

And suddenly she steps forth, body swathed 
In vectored air and radiating light
As optics scarce allows, into plain sight,
Emerging from the room that just now bathed

In her reflected beauty, framed and set
Off perfectly within the doorway like
A pendant whose chiaroscuros strike
The eye more tellingly for what they let

Perfuse the gem’s faint edge. So you’ll conclude
The night’s not truly under way till she’s
Stepped out, leaned on her balcony, the breeze
Now having left its masonry imbued

With coolness, and laid hands upon the stone,
Resolving to let nothing weighty pull
Her spirits down, yield levity its full
Claim on her life and loves, and so atone,

As best she can, to heaven by floating high
Above the houses in their serried rows
And placing there what tribute pleasure owes
To heaviness – then let the world drift by!


Piano Practice

The Summer fairly buzzed. Mid-day fatigue
Set in; she breathed, light-headed, the fresh scent
Of her new frock and thought ‘Not major league,
This Etude’; how it drove her to resent

Such utter fakery, to crave the taste
Of something real; tomorrow, later on
That day, perhaps right then, but in her haste
Ensure it went for naught. See how that yon

Demesne, framed by high windows, signalled her
High station as debarring any claim
To have the piece by heart. Whatever were
Her feelings, she broke off the pointless game

Of ivory-tickling, locked hands, wished that she’d
A good book on the go, and found the smell
Of jasmine nauseating. Best thing: read
Some tale of landed gentry sent to hell.


The Doge

It struck the foreign emissaries just
How little elbow-room he had, how they
Hemmed in his choices, made him go for bust
As they conceived it; meanwhile, day by day,

The Golden State crawled thicker still with spies,
Spooks, intriguers of every sort, and double-
Agents who’d been put to so much trouble
In turning him around that they’d their eyes,

Like lion-tamers, firmly fixed on him
Lest he turn back and tear them limb from limb.
Yet he, well wadded, senses overcast,

Saw none of this, it seemed, and suffered no
Compunction as he gave their plans a go
And them the push. Face hollow, aging fast . . . .


The Lute

The lute, that’s me. Should you care to expand
On this, then pray describe my ample curves
And that full-bodied marquetry that serves
To set them off. Have the right words to hand,

Words likewise formed to emulate the shape
Of a well-rounded fig. And overdo
The darker shades, since they’re what may strike you
Most forcibly about me. On her nape

My Tullia’s hair, deep-dyed, dark as her shame,
With burnished hues so rich they filled a room,
Could scarcely match the darkness that became
Our element. Who knows the who and whom?

If her face then took on a certain tone,
A lustrous one, as did her voice, from my
Resounding surfaces, then it’s my own-
Most passions, traits, and temperament that I

Behold in her. Against that body, frail
Yet taut, I’ll stretch and tune myself until
At last my inner being comes to fill
Her very soul. Then darkness shall prevail.


The Ball

You, round one, high projectile pleased to shed
The warmth of these our hands, not yours to waste
So recklessly; whatever’s too fine-bred,
Too abstract or too jaunty to be placed

On any scale of objecthood and yet
Object enough to have its otherness,
That barely felt alterity, impress
Itself on our sensorium and get

On distant nodding terms – that’s just what’s now
Got into you, high soarer – seek the skies
Or fall to earth, your choice, but ‘temporise!’
Your motto, and one has to marvel how
 
You do it, hitch an upward ride, or catch
The throw itself, that vector, as it frees
You slingshot-like from gravity’s reprise
And seems for that one instant to dispatch

You to the giddy heights and then, in one
Split second, slow you down, recalibrate,
And send you earthward, as if to negate
Your striving soul. But see those players run

As you descend, find new positions, new
Team-strategies, a whole new ballgame, dance-
Like in its formal beauty, each advance
Expertly choreographed, while it’s for you – 

Fast-falling there, close-tracked by every eye,
Desired by all, trajectory precise
Though artless – to have one man’s hands entice
That curve as twenty others search the sky.



Lament for Antinous

Don’t give me that, don’t say you know what made
Him tick, that Bythynian boy, you lot who did
Sweet F A to prevent it, who betrayed
His trust in you, who failed to give the kid

Your help when needed. Sure, I had a crush
On him – who hadn’t? – and we all offloaded
A bunch of heavy stuff. I liked to push
My problems his way, but – let’s face it – so did

The rest of you, and that’s what drove him mad.
Come on, this love thing, who’ll pretend they’ve figured
It out? All I know is that something bad
Came of my failing at it; something jiggered

The whole thing up, brought huge calamity
From my cackhandedness. Now he’s enrolled
Among the Nile gods, that great company
Of night-sky luminaries, so I’m told,

But I can’t for the life of me make out
Which one he is or get within a mile
Of his remote new station. Quite a shout
It is, from here to there, and one that I’ll

Not manage this side death. You crazy lot,
Why sling him so far off that he has stars
Alone for close companions? Tell you what:
Just answer this (if no injunction bars

Your saying) – is it that one you’ve in mind
When I name Antinous? Not just dead,
Not simply dead, but dead to me? I find
It worse, each light-year off my darling’s fled.


The Coat of Arms

A

As if a far-off mirror somehow chose,
Inscrutably, just what it should reflect,
So in this coat-of-arms the details close
Symbolic ranks, require the clans select

A future conflict-free if they’re to dwell
From now on side-by-side, keep them in hand,
The titles, deeds, and all the rest but stand
A chance of having that escutcheon quell

The feuds: just split the diff, right-left, left-right.
But mounted there above it see the squat,
Dark helmet, family-crested, gloaming-striped,

Its heraldry a pledge to join the fight
Sword raised and visor down, no matter what
The odds or battle-song the piper piped.

B

Let’s face it, those Jocks still need showing which
Way things have got to go. For Christ’s sake quit
The match-night punch-ups, keep it on the pitch,
That violent stuff, and not have all the shit

Then hit the Celtic or the Rangers fans
And kill the lovely game. Why not just keep
The tee-shirts, chants, and insults – all those cheap
But harmless jibes – and leave the rival clans

That way to get their rocks off. Trouble is,
There’s tribal stuff, religion, politics,
And God- (whichever god-)knows what stuff lies

Behind those routine bits of match-day biz,
Those slogans we prefer to bottles, bricks
Or bullets till next time the barrage flies.


The Last of the Counts of Brederode Avoids Capture by the Turks

A

Like furies they gave chase with cataracts
Of pyrotechnic death while he, their prey,
Lacked speed to throw them off, so had to stay
In mortal jeopardy. What use those tracts

Of great, time-honoured ancestry if he, 
Unlike mere beasts, had no idea of how
To give huntsmen the slip. That is, till now,
Faced with that river, rushing to the sea,

Whose roaring, flashing tumult takes his soul
In charge and ends its torment. So a brief
Smile on that young, doomed face proclaims his role

As son of princely men and women, chief
Amongst their kind. He plunges in heart-whole,
As a lord brings his castle siege-relief. 

B

Poor sod. They harried him with fire and brim-
Stone, glued themselves smack on his tail until
He stayed in range so any shot might kill
The clapped-out last-in-line. What use to him

All that posh claptrap if your average beast,
When cornered, has more gumption than to just
Keep running, let them close on him, and trust
To luck, the stuck-up fool. They’ll say ‘at least

His classy breeding came out when he leapt
Straight in that river, even smiled to show
Himself of noble stock before it swept

Him to a glorious death’. I say not so:
More like the fixed grin of an idiot prepped
To play the tough guy so the plebs won’t know.


Strange Familiars

Like dust they are, that just-now noticed layer
Of dust that wasn’t there, then was, without
Your knowing till a sunlit day flushed out
The poky corner, now a few shades greyer

Than elsewhere in the room. The strangers showed
Up just like that from God-knows-where and got
Under our feet, that weird, half-present lot
You’d see just hanging out there in the road,

Despite the rain, and think: ‘So I’m the one
They’re looking for . . . or someone else . . . or they’re
Just killing time’. A voice sang to you, bore

Sad news of your past life, but not to share
It with you; like that hand that’s never done
With shying off . . . . What do they mean, these four?


Buddha

Far from his goal the pilgrim starts to sense
Already, nervously, how the gold aura creeps
Away from him, as if in some intense
Fit of remorse the kingdoms had made heaps

Of all their treasure here. But as his feet
Tread closer, so he is wonder-struck to see
Those high-arched eyebrows, not the things folk treat
Themselves with – trinkets, ear-rings, crockery.

Who knows what lovely, precious things once went,
Now molten, formless, to emerge re-cast
In this form beyond form – a flower whose scent,

Though supra-sensuous, beggars gold for pure
Ductility, deep stillness, hue, and vast,
All-seeing grasp of space-time curvature.


Buddha in Glory

Pure concentricity, the kernel’s core,
Sole heart of inwardness, self-closed and sweet,
More so each moment – nothing else but your
Star-reaching cosmic fruitfulness we greet!

You know it now: there’s nothing that can dwell
Beyond that plenitude, no being such
That it exists outside the boundless shell
Across which those sweet juices flow to touch

All life with vital energy, suns burn
And blaze in dazzling orbits, and within
Our hearts, though quietly, epicycles turn
To bright ellipses as the planets spin. 


The Capital

Just as, with dawn’s approach, the monsters, fears,
And mad imaginings that loom in dreams
Begin to dissipate, so it appears
The urban fabric loosens at the seams

And sees the heaving capital restored
To all its creatures – jampacked, enigmatic,
All in a flap; till they go stony-static
As if by some Medusan ploy to ward

It off, the leafy power whose rising sap
Portends a rage of nature that will soon
Clench ball-like and drive upward through each gap

In earth’s now dusky surface where the Moon
Still shines so dawn’s fresh relay-team may lap
And heal the hurt, the drought, the dark at noon.


Roman Campagna

Heading straight out of that packed urban hell
Where folk prefer to sleep and dream of thermal
Springs high in the mountains, there’s a well-
Used road that tends to needs less epidermal

But, you may think, more basic. It’s the road
That leads straight on, with feverish haste, toward
The cemetery, pace slackening just to goad
The last few glowering windows, just to lord

It over them, sharp-shooting left and right
Till, breathless, it lifts empty hands, appeals
To God above, looks round (some windows could

Be watching still), then gestures to invite
The distant aqueducts while heaven reveals
Its blessing: free of occupants – for good!


Portrait

So that her self-renouncing look not tell
To all and sundry the long tale of grief
That’s hers, she bears the faded, withered sheaf
Of one-time beauty, now a straggling pile
About to fall apart – holds it with care
Through long-drawn tragedies, though sometimes there
May fall a single, polyanthus smile

That she will as if casually let go,
Her weariness too great, as well she knows,
For her to reach and gather up in those
Still lovely hands, though groping now and slow,
Content to say what’s scripted, speak of fate
In whatsoever changing light it shows – 
Capricious, mean, mundane – and so create
New ways to have her noble heart bestow
More widely things so special she’d dilate
On them in secret could her audience wait.

And so, face tilted, she consents to see
Word-petals fall, and fall again, prepared
For that since how could any grief that’s shared
Match up to the stark truth of what must be
Her sole prerogative, what she conveys
With hands upstretched, a vase sans pediment,
As if by lifting it she’d also raise
That soul of hers above the endlessly
Repeated evening soirées that once went
To shape her notion of a life well spent.


Danse Macabre

Dance-band? For them? No earthly use,
Not when their rotting innards make
You think it must be death’s let loose
Those shrieks and gibberings fit to wake
The undead, like a nest of owls
Whose loony hooting joins the howls
And the first whiffs of that diffuse
But growing stench that tells us: take
A deep breath, jitterbugs to sluice!

They hug the couple tight, that bone-
Clad dancer with his noisome share,
And now a plucky partner, prone
To such delights: the ideal pair!
He whirls with nuns, Sisters of Mercy,
Death-raddled heirs of sexy Circe,
And – since they’re in the Reaper’s zone
Where all are equal – pulls the hair
Of one pale virgin arsy-versy
So the coif slips off and now she’s shown
His answer to the maiden’s prayer.

Not long before they’re soaked in sweat
With all that finery and bling
To cart around – their bodies get
So hot from bum to brow they’d fling
Their clothes off if they could, not let
Those vile secretions so disgust
Them with the stuff they so loved just
A day or two back. That’s the thing:
Once naked they’d no longer fret
About the gunge but feel their lust
Transformed, as kids or idiots must,
To these wild dance-steps that can bring
Death’s filth its gendered etiquette.


The Group

Like some vexed lover plucking flowers in haste
So likewise it’s by chance the faces form
A fugitive arrangement where the norm
Stays hidden – some look hangdog, others  braced

For anything, while it takes two from far
Away, leaves out one close at hand, swaps them
Around, deploys a Hausfrau stratagem
For blowing dust off some, elects to bar

Dogs from the scene (as weeds to gardens, so
Things canine to things photogenic), and
Propels them gently, firmly forward to show,
Through the dense foliage, how a simple band

Round those tight-woven stems may leave the hand
Of chance free to adjust what has to go
And what should stay. But then, as if pre-planned,
The hidden agent steps back, seems to throw

His bulk on a weight-lifter’s’s mat, so no
Least margin’s left for doubt how things might stand
Now he, the muscle-man, has that tableau-
Vivant fixed at his steadying command.


After the Fire

A

Shunned by the Autumn sun that seemed to view
As suspect what those lime-trees once concealed,
Their leaves now cottage-scorched, a gap revealed
Just nothingness, a space, not place. A few

Kids then bobbed up from God knows where and yelled
At one another while they scrabbled through
The ashes for old rags. Yet something held
Their fire-crazed tongues, implored the urchin crew

To stow it every time one boy, the son
Of that unpeopled home, poking among
The burnt, half-buried beams and all the un-
Identified remains, yanked his two-prong

Fish-grappling pole clean out and held aloft
His haul of molten, wrecked, misshapen stuff
To challenge theirs; then felt some memory waft,
Like wood-smoke, through that hard-nut wish to bluff

The whole thing out. So he’d turn back to face
Them once again, as if surprised in some
Unworthy thought or act, but soon embrace
A different plan, have them, his friends, become

Accomplices and converts to the kind
Of myth that’s conjured forth by such events
As this, so weird, so perfectly designed
By crass contingency, that it presents

The child with his big chance: convince the band
Of thieves that what towered at this vacant spot
Was fit for Pharaohs, as they’d see, that lot,
In his changed mien – as if from some far land.


After the Fire: a reflective sequel (CN)

One day bulldozers came and knocked them down,
Those post-war prefabs, put up in the years
When all that death and misery held few fears
For London E12 kids – just out-of-town

So missed the worst of it. One day we showed
Up there as usual, at the local green-
Belt zone where they’d their semi-fixed abode,
Those bombed-out prefab dwellers, and the scene

Was changed, changed utterly – the prefabs gone,
Their concrete bases smashed, the metal frames
Torn down, asbestos-dust spread thickly on
The ground, and spaces where we’d play our games

Now piled with nuts and bolts, door-handles, cleats,
Light-fittings, doorknobs, household bric-a-brac,
And – good to see – a few undamaged sheets
Of white asbestos we’d slice up, glue back-

To-back, and use for model planes, cars, ships, 
And mini-prefabs. There it was, the place
Now placeless, people gone, lives piled in skips,
And us careening round that junk-strewn space,

Hurrahing each new find. Except one kid
Who’d lived there. He joined in with us at first,
Then stopped, fell silent, and – next thing he did – 
Dug out some crushed, once cherished thing and nursed
 
It from our prying eyes; then, as if struck
By second thoughts, joined in again and waved
His trophy so we’d envy his good luck,
Only to turn away, make out he’d saved

Something worth saving but not for us sorts
Of vulgar riffraff. So we played along,
Kept searching, tried to second-guess his thoughts,
Yelled back and forth, and knew we’d got it wrong

From how he looked, till the thing got quite weird
With us and him colluding to persuade
Ourselves the minor upset had been cleared,
We’d cottoned on, he’d rumbled our charade

Of knowingness. And so our message went:
‘We get it – tough on you to have your home
Bulldozed like that since it’s the place you spent
Your time in, you and yours, and though we comb

So jubilantly through it we can see
Why you’d feel differently’. And his reply,
As we construed it: ‘All the same to me,
The house was such a dump – that’s really why

I held it up, that chunk of who knows what
Old rubbish’, though we guessed ‘He really cares
More than he’s letting on but thinks us lot
Have proper houses and won’t see that there’s

Stuff here for him to grieve at’. Yet since then
I’ve sometimes thought: what if he meant to say,
With that first sweeping gesture, his amen
To what he took as our uncertain way

Of showing how we envied him, how we’d
Have given anything to live slap-bang
On that old pleasure-spot, that place that freed
Us up, us part-time urchins, to just hang

Around, run riot sometimes, maybe rile
Them up a bit, those prefab-dwellers, but,
Though secretly, think him the big-shot while
He greets them cheerily and makes the cut

As one of theirs. That’s how it comes across,
Improbably: him as the Pharoah-like
Descendant of some dynasty whose loss,
Though grievous, now entitles him to strike

The stance of one with every cause to glory 
In thoughts of his past empire while we scions
Of home-and-hearth must goggle at the aeons
Of bygone splendour that upheld his story.


Lament for Jonathan

And kings, can they be mortals, doomed to die,
Things gross, sublunary, mere dust-to-dust,
Although their imprint, signet-like, still must
Strike deep enough that feeble lands comply?

Yet how could you, your kingly mark impressed
Within your heart, so suddenly surcease,
Leave my cheek cold for lack of you? O best
Of all men, brother Jonathan, what peace
For me now, what can bring you back or wrest
You from death’s clutch, grant you a second lease

On that most blest of lives. And, Dear God, worst
Of all that it should be a stranger smote
And brought you low while I, the one who nursed
Your soul deep in his bosom, strayed remote
From you so had to harken when that curst
News came by messenger, and now devote
My vagrant soul to asking who’ll be first
To grant asylum to this beast whose throat
Scarce tolerates the raging, weeping thirst

For justice and revenge. You’re gone, I’m here,
Alone in all the world since you were ripped
From my most intimate, most private sphere
Of knowledge, as if some brute barber clipped
The hair from armpits and the place once dear
To women till the day your presence gripped

My soul. For you untied my tangled threads,
Released my knotted senses, let me lift
My head again, and found in our two heads
A single soul. No next time round, that gift.


The Consolation of Elijah

God knows he’d done a load of stuff, rebuilt
The Covenant, or tried to, as if that
Was like rebuilding altars, going at
The task slab after slab, and not full-tilt
For God’s sake, taking time to chew the fat
Instead of taking it on board, the guilt
That drew His fire on their damned habitat.

Should it then count for nothing, how he’d slay
Them in their hundreds, Ba’alist infidels
Whose noxious, impious stink he sniffed all day
Till twilight dropped and those obnoxious smells,
So close to overwhelming him, gave way
To brookside battle where the decibels
Of that mass-slaughter matched the grey-on-grey
Of evening rain as further troops of Hell’s
Undisciplined battalions fled the fray.

No small day’s work for him, but still the Queen,
Beside herself, swore she’d wreak vengeance on
The prophet who perceived he’d best be gone
And near-crazed, battle-weary, left that scene

Of untold horrors for the desert where
He sought relief beneath the transient shade
Of a lone juniper and, in his despair,
Cried out: Hear me, O God, your servant, laid

On these hot sands, a human wreck – use me
For Your high purposes no more! And lo,
An angel came in answer to his plea,
Bringing him gifts of food and water so

That he, refreshed and by God’s grace restored
To his full strength, ranged widely over dry
Land, stream and flood till the mount of the Lord
Loomed up before him and, as he drew nigh,

Seemed set for God’s arrival and the long-
Awaited tryst between them. Still no sign
Of Him in whirlwind, earthquake, or the line
Of fiery waves, slow-rolling, massive, strong,

Though somehow without power to hurt or burn,
Their motions ponderous, as if for shame.
Yet He, the Unnameable, chose thus to turn
The elements from their vengeful course, reclaim

Their nature for His peaceable intent
In coming down, a God of wrath no more
But Covenant-minded, angry passions spent,
As He recoiled from those far sounds of war

And leaned to greet the old man, now all through
With fights and journeys, in whose coursing blood
A name, subdued yet potent, came to flood
His soul with awed remembrance, hope anew.


Is Saul Also Among the Prophets?

So: you think men can know when their lives take
A downward turn? You’re wrong: the King felt fine – 
Top-notch, cock of the walk – when his malign
Demon took hold, required that he should slake

His rage on that young harpist and his seed
For generations. First the demon plunged
His soul into confusion, let dark fancies breed
Soul-rending terrors, till their gloom expunged

All trace of mental light; then, when he prayed
For grace, divine assistance came there none
But yet more darkness, gathering to invade
His blood like alien gods – false, every one – 

Awaiting his submission to the rule
Of madness and impiety. He spoke,
For sure, and prophesied, but like a fool
Or fraudster, one whose passion served to cloak

The madness of those riddling words and gain
A head-start this time round – his second bout
As Satan’s adjutant. Yet how refrain
From thinking back to how he started out

In early adolescence when it seemed
His arteries endowed the precious heat
That blazed forth in his words; when athletes dreamed
Of matching him for speed; when he’d defeat

Staid orators with speeches none the less
Authentic and sincere for being framed 
With such fine artistry. But how express
The grievousness of what we lost, what flamed

So briefly on his lips, now just a heap
Of ruined excellences piled sky-high,
While that once noble mouth’s become a cheap-
Fix gutter where the rain collects till deep
Enough to overflow on passers-by
Who’ll cry ‘O what a fall was there!’, and weep.


Samuel Appears Before Saul

‘I see’, she screeched, ‘I see’, and the King took
Fierce hold of her long, scrawny arm, the Witch
Of Endor, her with the fixated look
Of one possessed. ‘Who? Who, you crazy bitch?’,

The King said, and she came back – as he feared
Though knew she would, for so it now appeared
In his own eyes – with her prophetic word:
That he’d no longer prophesy. ‘Why vex
Me, yank me wide awake, so rudely stirred
To curse your insolence. Shall I run checks
On them, each one of my remaining teeth
In this old mouth of mine? Let me bequeath
Them to you, since there’s nothing more by way
Of prophecy for you or me!’. Yet, ex-
Sooth-sayer though she was, she seemed to say
To him, face hidden fearfully beneath
Her outspread hands, these words: ‘give in, obey’.

And he, who in his glory-days had towered
Victorious over his people like a flag
Outstretched above a battle-field, now glowered
In self-contempt, no longer tried to drag

Himself away, fell prostrate, and declined
To beg for kindlier treatment since he knew
That fate, his actions, and her words combined
To spell his downfall. Yet the woman who,

Before, strove mightily against his will
Now saw in him a changed man, one whom she
Might yet redeem, not let him starve or kill
Himself in terminal despair. So, seeing he

Was close to death, she went out, killed and cooked
Fresh meat for him, and summoned him to sit
And eat his fill. But as he sat and looked
At it, then her, no quickening spirit lit

His clouded brow, no pleasure came to clear
His soul of the pitch-blackness where his hate
And malice dwelt. Until a twinge of fear,
Unknown to him before, brought comfort near
And, like a workman after toil, he ate.


Jeremiah

Mine it was, soft as early-garnered wheat,
That heart you harvested, transformed, and fired
With a fierce-burning rage that took its heat
From yours. Was it this lion-heart you desired,

This mouth your will besought of me when I
Was still a stripling – hurt on hurt, one blow
After another as the years went by,
Like bleeding wounds where naught could staunch the flow.

Day after day I mouthed them, sounds that you,
The Great Insatiable, had framed for me
To speak so no retraction could undo
Their speaking . . . Will my tongue at last be free

When all the foes we put to flight are dealt
One final killer-blow, when they’re dispatched
To far-off regions, and the lethal score
Stands plain as those prophetic plots You hatched?
Or from that rout shall my poor words that dwelt,
Mere shadows of themselves, in hock to Your
Almighty perlocutions, be detached
Once more from all I’ve ever meant or felt?


The Temptation

No, didn’t help at all, his desperate zeal
To drive those thorns into the flesh that made
A mockery of his efforts since he’d feel,
With each new thrust, another sense-glissade
Of nerves that screamed as if in some ordeal
Like childbirth, but a birth that now conveyed
To him, its victim, every raucous squeal
And shriek they uttered, that obscene parade
Of gargoyle faces clamouring to reveal
What horrors they’d in store for him who preyed
So cruelly on himself, who chose to kneel
For torments self-inflicted yet all laid
On gladly by the demons – no appeal
Since his alone that singular crusade!

His senses launched an orgiastic spree,
Bred yet more monster-offspring night on night,
A brood whose flashy colours he could see
Grow flashier, gleam and sparkle in his sight,
Though also – by the inverse law that he
Knew all too well – come quicklier to excite
Those nerves that brought it on, the syncope
Of will and sensuous craving to invite
Yet further pain and grief. 
Now they agree,
The brood, to liquefy themselves – ‘don’t bite,
Just drink, consume, absorb us, please feel free’ – 
And so he grabs a tankard, grips it tight,
And drinks the stuff straight down. The shadows flee
And thus, dehiscing, spread for his delight
Warm thighs and welcoming arms that hold the key
To sinful joys unknown yet his by right.

And then he cries out to the angel, cries
Aloud and, sure enough, the angel’s there
In all its lambent glory, come to prise
Those demons from their hide-outs, lay them bare,
And hunt them down till earth and sea and skies
Afford them no last hole or corner where
They might take refuge, save what he supplies
Within himself, that space of ceaseless prayer
And endless strife, of demons in disguise
And sainthood sorely tried until its share
Of devilry requires he now devise
Much subtler tests. And so, years on, his care
Is still to clear the liquid, minimise
Those gross impurities that so impair
His vision, make him doubt if it’s his eyes
Or God’s refractoriness that makes this clair-
Obscur a zone so hard to polarize
And thus avoid each new-laid devil’s snare.


The Last Judgement

Never before such abject shock and fear,
Blind panic-stricken, bodies slack, pierced through
Or smashed to pulp, they leave their residue
In bloody, soil-caked clumps. The thing most dear

To them at this extreme, their winding-sheet,
They clutch like – well, grim death. Yet, in a flash
Of wings, an Angel-troop arrives to treat
Each dry-bone corpse’s armpit with a splash

Of oil and lay there some possession cherished
Throughout life’s ups and downs, an item old
And loved, so it might warm the perished

Limbs once more and God’s hand feel no touch
Of chill as He now, gently, comes to hold
Each one and judge: a life, and worth how much?
 

Pont du Carrousel

There on the bridge the blind man stands as if,
With his grey aspect and immobile mien,
He’d turned into a fixture of that scene,
A stone way-marker bearing, like a glyph,
Such place-names as belonged to some far zone
Or zodiac whose mid-point was the stone
Around which, as around the blind man’s stiff,
Unbending form, the stars did their routine
Night-stuff while lives performed their daytime riff
On all the vanities that came between.

Think of him as the One Just Man, he who
By miracle in that stark form combined
The upright Rhadamanthus with the blind,
Fate-harried, stricken Oedipus who knew
Too late how intricate the twisted threads
Of fate, how close the dark denouement treads
On any choice of paths without a clue
What led him to this juncture, how to find
His best way forward, or how all journeys through
A crossroad may perplex the wisest heads
With ways and by-ways they must leave behind
For blindsight truth as blinkered seeing spreads.


Before the Summer Rain

An instant, and there’s something – hard to say
Just what, but something missing from the park’s
Full greenery, an absence one remarks
Yet cannot quite define. You sense the way

It nears your window, how the silence grows
Yet stiller, more intense, apart from that
Lone shore-bird prophesying rain that chose 
Some wooded inland spinney to be at

His Jerome-like reclusive task and tell
The world of what’s to come. Hear how it soars,
That call, and flings an arch out from the dell
Of its retreat to these, our human shores,

Less weather-sensitive yet prone to dwell,
Like him, on such sharp urgencies of need
Or solitude as take a decent spell
Of rain or song to have the threat recede

And sunlit days return. On every wall
Of this ancestral chamber paintings seem
To pull back from us lest our words appal

Some nervous listener, one who’d likely deem
Them ominous, or fear what might befall,
Through our dark whispers, the abiding theme

Of rank and honour that one sees portrayed
In all such galleries but here exposed
To greying skies. So noble outlines fade,

Whole dynasties grow dim, and toffee-nosed
Types mourn the loss of what made us afraid,
As kids, and kept their order safely closed. 
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