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Foreword
One striking aspect of present-day English-language poetry and poetics is the hegemony of lyric. That is to say, there is a marked predominance of first-person, largely self-occupied, internally focused and emotionally heightened discourse as the received mode of poetic address. This preferential bias will be apparent to anyone who keeps an eye on the currency of literary prizes, anthology selections, academic courses (whether in Creative Writing or Literary Criticism), or social and public media poetry coverage. The assumption is basically that poetry finds its most authentic, natural or strongly communicative form in an utterance that conveys either the poet’s feelings or those of a vividly imagined proxy who stands at some slight, perhaps fictive or spatio-temporal remove. In which case other kinds of poetry – satires, verse-essays or epistles in the eighteenth-century mode, indeed any poem that engages themes beyond the first-person purview – will have to be counted generically inferior. Lyric poems are the paradigm to which other types aspire but in respect of which they fall short in some lyrically specified respect or degree.
Not that such poems are always in the private-confessional mode where the ‘I’ is assumed to be the poet him- or herself since the feelings expressed have the kind of passional intensity that asks to be read that way. As Jonathan Culler has recently argued the set-up is often more complex and may involve projected or imagined figures beyond the pairs poet/addressee, poet/reader, or poet/person or object apostrophized. All the same the first-person mode has its own distinct set of priorities, among them the focus on personal feeling, the emphasis on individual rather than collective experience, the shying away from discursive or overly ‘intellectual’ (e.g., philosophical) debate, and – consequent upon all these – the avoidance of political involvement in any but the most oblique and highly mediated forms. It also goes along with the Romantic-to-Modernist emphasis on formal autonomy, precedence of image over concept, inwrought structure, metaphorical density, resistance (or downright non-availability) to paraphrase, and removal from the contexts of history, biography, or socio-cultural context. Though these precepts apply in varying degrees and often break down under exegetic pressure they have exerted a strong and long-lasting influence on the mainstream of recent poetic and critical practice. 
In particular they have led to the widespread devaluation of any poetry that makes statements, argues a case, engages dialectically with opposing positions, or gives as much prominence to discursive content as to the anti-discursive elements of image, metaphor, or symbol. While happily accepting that the Romantic-Modernist credo has some great successes to its credit I have devoted most of my creative and critical endeavors over the past ten years to promoting the sorts of poetry that it typically tends to marginalize, ignore, or treat as rising at best to the status of creditable verse. The pieces collected here are very much a part of that ongoing project. They attempt to refashion some cryptic and dialectically wiredrawn passages from Theodor W. Adorno’s Minima Moralia into something more like Bertolt Brecht’s tough-minded, down-to-earth didactic style. The aim was also to play off a range of formal features – metrical, rhythmic and prosodic – against Adorno’s highly condensed and, in its different way, strikingly poetic prose. Thus the exercise was something like paraphrasing a poem but with the process applied in reverse, that is, with the prose supplying both thematic and formal cues for verse treatment. 
The Adorno passages were chosen sometimes for their dialectical brilliance, sometimes for their elusive or haunting character, and sometimes (often) for both. The epigraphs are very much integral to what’s going in the poems and have allowed me to benefit from E.F.N. Jephcott’s sensitive and intellectually resourceful translation. I should not wish to claim that these passages somehow ‘call for’ verse treatment, or that the poems evoke a hitherto occluded counterpoint wherein we can hear the very rhythms, measures, or harmonics of Adorno’s thought.  Still it should always be remembered when reading him that he, like Nietzsche, experienced and responded to music at a depth of jointly intellectual and passional involvement that left its mark on his writings beyond those expressly concerned with musical matters. There are some texts – those of a more programmatic, doctrinaire, or dialectically driven character – where one may feel that intellect has become decoupled from passion and composers or works selected and processed to fit their slot in the system. Then there is a sense that, for instance, Adorno’s valuation of Schoenberg vis-à-vis Stravinsky or Sibelius is more a product of schematic design than of historically informed and conceptually mediated musical response. Yet in this as in many ways Minima Moralia stands as the great exception, as the text – or dazzling constellation of texts – where his musical as well as philosophical, ethical, political, social, and (not least) familial passions find their most telling and memorable form.
I need hardly say – writing as I am in July 2021 with the UK in a state of unending political crisis – that during the nearly seventy years since its original German publication Minima Moralia has lost nothing of its critical power to pinpoint the root causes of capitalist social and cultural malaise. That power is felt at every level, from the cumulative effect of the book’s 153 sections when allowed to form links or associations in the reader’s mind to the micro-structure of individual passages as they engage in the process of intensive dialectical autocritique which is so much the hallmark of Adorno’s writing. Anyone occasionally tempted, like myself, to describe his prose as ‘poetic’ – or for that matter ‘musical’ – would doubtless have in mind its striking feature of complexity combined with extreme precision and economy of utterance. They would then perhaps come closer to capturing its quiddity than by instancing, say, the affectionate, nostalgic, elegiac, familial, collegial, or even – toward the book’s close – the qualified utopian feelings that occasionally surface in Minima Moralia.  At any rate I would claim that formal verse of the kinds here deployed – sonnets, terza rima, quatrains, quintains, ottava rima, villanelles, and so forth – interacts with Adorno’s aphoristic yet syntactically complex and dialectically nimble prose to reflect on it from a different, sometimes historically revealing angle. 
If asked ‘from what angle, precisely?’ I should say: ‘that of a time when the political threats to civilized existence and human survival are again looming large though posed in a less existentially specific way than they were for Adorno over the three-decade period during which his text was composed’. And what a book it is for anyone attuned to his extraordinary power of condensing the most dialectically advanced and challenging thoughts into the most sibylline, gnomically expressed, and yet (if you work at them) utterly luminous statements. While you’re reading it Minima Moralia can come to feel like, quite simply, the only book, or the only one that says anything like what desperately needs saying. Moreover this it does on topics ranging from the most (apparently) private-personal or context-specific to the most far-reaching in political, ethical, socio-historical, or philosophical terms. 
In which case, you might ask, why not leave the unsurpassable alone and let Adorno’s text speak for itself without this overlay of misconceived verse commentary? I feel the force of that objection but would offer three reasons, or pretexts. First, the text spurred me to verse so irresistibly that I felt sure the reason must lie somewhere in the further insights to be gained by allowing the impulse to run its own creative-exploratory course. Second, I wanted to answer Adorno’s famous or, for some, his infamous saying that to write poetry after Auschwitz is a barbarity. He was – I would suggest – thinking primarily of lyric poetry, and in particular of lyric in the highly personal, intensely subjective mode where love and loss are the predominant themes. As will be clear from my opening remarks I am partly in sympathy with his comment, to the extent that such poetry, if practised to the exclusion of other concerns, evinces a blameworthy narrowness of perspective and a failure to reckon with its larger ethical and political responsibilities. Hence my third purpose in versifying Adorno: to exemplify a mode of writing that answers (I hope) to the description ‘poetry’, at least on occasion, but engages with those larger concerns in a way that both acknowledges and contests Adorno’s untypically sweeping statement.
I should add that the book went out to two very differently minded readers/referees and that they helped to re-focus me on just these issues in time for a brief response here. One wanted more in the way of specific linkage between, on the one hand, our current situation in (roughly) the early 21st-Century Western (pseudo-)democracies and, on the other, the highly pressured social-political-cultural circumstances of Adorno’s life and work. This is perhaps most succinctly answered by pointing to the emergence of far-right demagogues in countries like Hungary, Poland, Brazil, the US (with Trump still snarling from the wings), the Philippines, various ex-Soviet republics, and the (maybe not for long) United Kingdom. The unnervingly close parallel to events in the mid-to-late 1930s is underlined by the rise of sundry irrationalist, historical-revisionist, anti-scientific, or wholesale cultural-relativist ideologies that play all too readily into the hands of those same fascistoid populist leaders. Adorno was keenly, painfully aware of such emergent threats in pre-war Germany and again during his period of exile in the wartime and post-war USA. Minima Moralia is among the finest examples we possess of a thinking with the intellectual rigor, critical insight, diagnostic acuity, and fierce moral passion to rouse us to resistance in these bad times. 
I have therefore made a point throughout these poems of stressing the extreme closeness in Adorno’s work – the dialectical imbrication at every level – of philosophy and social criticism, or theory and practice as twin aspects of a project conceived expressly against such regnant divisions of labour. A hallmark of his thought is the way that it telescopes perspectives, jumps time-frames, reconfigures constellations, overleaps generic distinctions, and – without ever lapsing into mere associative whimsy – provides us with new and often revelatory modes of perception. The poems offer a distinctive slant on Adorno’s thinking through the further effect of such formal devices as rhyme, meter and the above-mentioned range of structures or stanza forms. Beyond that they explore the effect on Adorno’s dialectical thinking of those prosodic – or ‘suprasegmental’ – features by which language conveys tones, meanings, attitudes, or modes of social-communicative implicature beyond the grasp of any purely linguistic analysis. Verse is where such otherwise elusive factors come most strikingly into their own and where language most fully takes on the attributes of discourse. They bring added scope for its expressive, tonal and implicative powers – very much at a premium here – in various contexts of social-interpersonal exchange as opposed to its hypostatized or abstract model as an object of structural analysis. 
I should not wish to claim, absurdly, that Adorno comes across as Wordsworth’s ‘man speaking to men’, his imagined addressee in the Lyrical Ballads, one with no time for old-style ‘poetic diction’ and preferring a homelier native idiom. However verse treatment need not be thought of as an elevating process or an otiose attempt to embellish the deliverances of plain prose reason with orotund periods or formal schemes. It can just as well – or better – talk communicative nuance back into a discourse, like Adorno’s, that at times presses hard on the reader’s capacity for following its complex and often elusive dialectical progress. So the idea of ‘doing Adorno in verse’ is not as quixotic as might be supposed, given what would seem his resolute avoidance of – or resistance to – the sorts of premature closure likewise supposed to be conveyed by rhyme and meter. Such objections misfire simply by reason of the many devices that poets have at their disposal (formalist poets especially) for delaying, suspending, qualifying, or complicating any such false positivity. The charge would hit its mark if I had chosen rhyme-schemes with the thumpingly didactic character of 18th Century rhyming couplets, or metrical norms that nowhere came into conflict or tension with natural speech-rhythms. Otherwise there is every chance for poetry to contribute its formal and prosodic resources to Adorno’s negative-dialectical strategies. It can then do its share in holding off the rush to determinate concepts that must, he maintains, be held complicit in the worst instances of man’s inhumanity to man.
My second reader/referee would count this a thoroughly off-the-point rejoinder since his/her objections placed my project altogether outside the poetic domain. Thus my penultimate sentence in the previous paragraph would not really be talking about poetry at all but about other topics such as verse-form, verse-technique, verse-practice, or simply versification. On this view – one with proximate sources in poets and thinkers as varied as Coleridge, Shelley, Hölderlin, Heidegger, Mallarmé, Valéry, and Derrida – verse is no more than a matter of observing certain strictly formal requirements while poetry inhabits a realm of its own and transcends any such merely technical specification. Though they themselves may philosophize or theorize about poetry their discourse must then be extra-poetic – alien to its name and nature – since poetry conveys truths of a creative-imaginative order that cannot be encompassed by paraphrase, commentary, or the intellect’s rational-discursive concepts and categories. Least of all could genuine poetry take rise from the kind of encounter I here seek to stage between Adorno’s intensely dialectical mode of thought and a verse-practice, like mine, that likewise keeps philosophical issues firmly in view. My referee favours a poetry (or stipulative conception of it) that breaks as radically as possible with horizontal, temporal, linear, syntactic, rational, and logico-semantic constraints. To that end it takes a sharp turn toward metaphor, image, symbol, spatial form, the atemporal, the visionary, and other such markers of poetic transcendence, whether achieved or held out as a purely notional ideal.
I had better grasp the nettle and repeat that while that this idea of The Poem has produced a few undoubted creative triumphs it has also produced a good deal of critical mystification. Through the influence of Mallarmé and Heidegger especially – and despite their very different aesthetic-intellectual bents – it has given rise to a strikingly reverential and, at times, almost mystical discourse on poetry that is for the most part oddly out of touch with specific instances of poetic practice. Its adepts often tend to adopt an oracular style of address which gives the impression of wanting to try on the mantle of poet as secular prophet, or – more to the point – as John the Baptist to a saviour who is equally anxious to disown that title when alerted to its various attendant risks. This is all the more curious when it goes along with the insistence that any poetry meriting the name not be thought of as sharing the concerns of philosophy, theory or criticism. Such a doctrine has the doubly disabling effect of denying poetry the right to reflect on its own constitutive principles and leaving commentary to protect and celebrate that privileged status by weaving conjurations and abjurations around it, like security guards around Kubla Khan’s pleasure-dome.
I don’t think this does poetry or commentary any favours. Indeed I would suggest a reading of J. Livingston Lowes’ wonderful though nowadays neglected book The Road to Xanadu for anyone who thinks differently. His approach to Coleridge’s poems via the huge amount of ‘background’ reading that went into them is one that basically involves an associationist or radical-empiricist philosophy of mind in the Locke-to-Hartley line of descent. It is thus radically at odds with the later Coleridge’s much-touted conversion from Hartley to an idealist (quasi-Kantian) outlook that utterly rejects any such reductive or materialistic account. Yet the result of Lowes’ archival researches is not at all to debunk either the poetry or the poet’s intellectual development but to intensify the reader’s amazement and delight at the complexities thereby revealed. Without pressing it too hard his book makes the point that poetry may well be better served by the kind of criticism that opts to discount some of its more (dare one say?) high-flown or transcendental claims for the sake of showing more perspicuously just how it works.
Commentary may do this to more convincing effect by rejecting any too absolute or categorical distinction between poetry and the various genres of prose discourse – theory, philosophy, and philology among them – which serve that purpose. Besides, we have Derrida’s powerfully revisionist reading of Kantian aesthetics in his essay ‘The Parergon’ to demonstrate the sorts of complication that can (or rather must) arise in the attempt to make such distinctions stick beyond the stage of dogmatic assertion. Best not dwell too insistently on the poetry/verse dichotomy, or not withhold the title of poetry from anything that relies, as these poems clearly do, on formal or structural features by way of engaging expressly philosophical themes. The objection to formalism typically goes along with the objection to philosophy or theory as fitting topics for poetry. After all, it is no coincidence that the greatest instances and periods of philosophical (including politically or ethically-oriented) poetry in English have also been marked by a turn toward formalism as the mode best suited to communicate complex subject-matter in a pointed and compelling way. 
This is not of course to say that philosophizing in verse requires a full-scale ricorso to the English 18th-Century style of well-turned, heavily end-stopped rhyming couplets or other such devices that are nowadays apt to come across as insufferably smug or self-righteous. But it is to maintain, against the purist view, that well-crafted verse has access to formal resources that may enhance or even constitute – rather than compromise or disallow – its claim to poetic status. And it is also, ironically, to concur with Ezra Pound’s famous dictum that ‘poetry must be as well written as prose’, taking that (no doubt against Pound’s Imagist intent) to signify an openness to contexts of debate, or discursive modalities, beyond those envisaged by purists, autonomists, or the heirs of Heidegger and Mallarmé. Where the prose virtues can leave their strongest mark is by maintaining – very much against the Imagist grain and contrary to many other post-Romantic and modernist developments – that poetry gives up some its most vital resources when it cuts loose from syntax or the logical grammar of articulate thought. Not the least of Adorno’s achievements is to have shown how perilous may be the appeal of a thinking too readily captivated by images and self-deprived of the capacity to reflect on them in ways not prescribed by the dreamers or devisers of those same images. 
However these somewhat specialist matters should not distract us from what must be Adorno’s strongest and most urgent claim on our continuing attention. After all, as many readers will attest, Minima Moralia is itself a work that switches constantly between the twin extremes of (negative)-dialectical rigor and deeply felt personal utterance. The latter kinds of passage range across moods from nostalgia for scenes of childhood to grief for lost friends, anger at degradations past and present, or sorrow for his own and others’ suffering under the conditions of life in 1930s Germany or the post-war McCarthyite USA. If they might thus be said to touch a poetic, even (at times) a lyrical or elegiac nerve, then this will hardly be accounted a lapse on Adorno’s part, or a failure to observe his own self-denying ordinance with regard to the burden of remembrance enjoined by past atrocity. Rather it involves the simple recognition – if anything is simple about this thinker – that coping with a painful and frequently endangered life-history requires both the courage of one’s own emotional responses and the willingness to treat them in that larger social-political context so frequently cited by Adorno. Hence my subtitle, ‘poems after Adorno’s Minima Moralia’: ‘after’ = ‘in the wake of’, ‘prompted or inspired by’, and ‘written with a view to further exploring, with benefit of six decades’ hindsight, the intricate entanglements of thought and feeling that characterize this singular text’.
In the book’s dedication Adorno writes of the ‘melancholy science’ from which he offers these fragments in homage to his colleague and companion in exile, Max Horkheimer. I have a likewise melancholy awareness that my poems will be found to fall short at many points when compared with Adorno’s nonpareil powers of analysis, critique, social observation, and (not least) psychological insight. To invoke Harold Bloom’s ‘anxiety of influence’ and its famous apparatus of revisionary tropes would be a redundant exercise in this case since the debt is announced on every page and spelled out even more clearly in the relation between each poem and its respective epigraph. All the same I hope they will assist the reader in finding some initial ways into Adorno’s at different times wry, cryptic austere, tragic, nostalgic, elegiac, serio-comic, evocative, ironic, scintillating, scathing, affectionate, lyrical, and – above all – relentlessly intelligent writing.
On the whole I have tried to avoid stylistic anachronisms and not stray too far from his linguistic sobriety and extreme care in matters of usage, sentence structure, and formal register. As regards anachronism the exceptions to that rule – like post-truth stalking the internet in my first poem – are, I hope, justified as later developments of the technology whose nascent political, social and cultural effects Adorno was quick to recognize. His own muse was a rigorous, not to say harsh taskmaster and his ‘style’ – inadequate term! – was utterly integral to everything he wrote, above all in a text like Minima Moralia where concision is of the dialectical essence and each sentence bears an extraordinary pressure of inwrought self-examination. All the same I have allowed myself a few out-of-character or time-shift locutions where these allow his points to be made more effectively or with greater force for a present-day readership. 

(Note: I give full publication details of Minima Moralia following the epigraph to the first poem, and thereafter cite only the relevant section or subsection title. This seemed the wisest course seeing that the book has just recently (2000) been published in a new edition with different pagination so page numbers might not have helped some readers. I have not provided any apparatus of notes and references for the other works cited in my Foreword since this is a primarily volume of poetry rather than a work of philosophy, theory, or original scholarship. Besides, the allusions can all be tracked down readily enough via Google.) 
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‘Promise me this, my child’

Among today's adept practitioners, the lie has long since lost its honest function of misrepresenting reality. Nobody believes anybody, everyone is in the know. Lies are told only to convey to someone that one has no need either of him or his good opinion. 

Theodor W. Adorno, “Promise me this, my child’, in Minima Moralia:
     reflections on a damaged life, trans. E.F.N. Jephcott (London: Verso, 1974)

What happened to the good old lie,
The kind the bourgeois told,
As if to say 'the rules apply,
It's just that they're on hold'?

Back then you got the thing to fly,
That falsehood they'd been sold,
In ways that kept the other guy
Within the human fold.

The message went: ‘let's not deny
You fell for my fool's gold,
Yet we matched wits before you’d buy,
Cajoler and cajoled’.

Those bourgeois still met eye-to-eye,
They knew the rules of old;
They'd lie to you, they’d bleed you dry,
But keep you from the cold.

What's changed is how the glacial freeze
Creeps on from day to day,
How speech turns icy by degrees
As falsehood makes its way.

For now the dupe is one who sees
Straight through the games they play,
Those types whose every lie says 'Please
Don't trust a word I say'.

It’s old-style liars hide the keys
To truth for fear that they
Might slip up when they shoot the breeze
To keep the cold at bay.

Now no-one needs to tack and tease,
Like predator and prey,
When post-truth adepts lie with ease
And there's no price to pay.

Let's not look back in fond regret
Nor wish they'd come again,
Those times when lies were ways to get
One up yet still maintain

A semblance of the etiquette
That bid us not disdain
Our dupes because the trap we set
Turned out a precious bane.

No call for such nostalgia, yet
Those lies required we feign
Some lingering grasp of untruth's debt
To truths denied in vain.

Now post-truth stalks the internet,
That permafrost terrain,
While truth becomes an empty threat
In error’s's vast domain.

There's those who say we'll pay the price,
Pay dearly in the end,
When trust runs out and only ice
Can bind false friend to friend.

Some straightforward lying might suffice,
They say, to halt the trend
And yield, from that old-fashioned vice,
A new truth-dividend.

But those there are who warn: think twice
Before you re-extend
Lie's old domain lest, in a trice,
You've no old truths to mend.

For that's the snake in paradise,
The ladder you descend
When arctic bounds grow imprecise
And lies with falsehoods blend.


































Gold Assay

The ungenuineness of the genuine stems from its need to claim, in a society dominated by exchange, to be what it stands for but is never able to be. The apostles of genuineness, in the service of the power that now masters circulation, dignify the demise of the latter with the dance of the money veils.
								‘Gold Assay’

Deep thinkers talk of 'authenticity',
But we know that's the verbal rot
By which the fascist demagogues decree
We've no role in their master-plot.

It's just another piece of jargon, see,
One tailor-made to fill the slot
Where their kowtowing to the powers-that-be
Goes well with words like Volk, Land, Gott.

Please note Professor Heidegger when he
Reveals how language goes to pot,
With all those pompous jargon-words that we
Non-dupes are always quick to spot.

'In language lies our German destiny,
Our very ownmost sense of what
It takes for Dasein’s chosen few to free
Us from that thought-infected Weltarm lot.'

Their message, bluntly: if your race i.d.
Or native language-ways are not
Echt-Deutsch then you can stuff that empty plea
And scram, you rootless polyglot!

Let's not deny: their language-pedigree
Is one directly aimed to swat
Aside all those whose tongue or family-tree,
On their view, counts for didley-squat.

So when they next head off on some wild spree
Of hunting out old meanings hot
From source, just say 'junk-etymology
Plus racist crap: your crowning shot!'.

They're all the same, those real 'authentic' guys,
They all think true-to-self's the way
To find the soul beneath the social lies,
As in some private gold-assay.

They're wrong because the self they recognise,
Or think they do, will never stay
Put long enough or auto-stabilise
To yield a solid underlay.

That's why the authenticity they prize,
That fake of fakes, must cause dismay
In any fool depth-voyager who buys
Into its endless shadow-play.

We're social selves, existing in the eyes
Of others, those whose looks convey
Whatever fictive tales we must devise
To keep that wounding truth at bay.

Why not take this on board and recognise
How nothing now escapes the sway
Of capital, how it commodifies
Our lives, our loves, and everyday

Transactions to the point where 'worldly-wise'
Means 'giving head and heart no say,
Regarding men as so much merchandise,
And ordering all things just as they,

The boss-class, want'. So, should you think to rise
‘Authentically’ above the fray
Of inauthentic life, think how much ties
You to it like a tourniquet.

As Marx once said, no end to how it screws
The lifeworld up, this latest mode
Of capitalist production where we lose
Our human traits, where goods upload

Them in distorted form, where what we choose
To buy defines us, and we’re owed
Respect just in so far as we abuse
The trust of others as our moral code.

'Be real authentic, self-invest your dues',
The gold-assayers said but showed,
To keen-eared jargon auditors, just whose
Crass slogans echoed down the road.

It's still the populist's most favored ruse,
That sense of genuineness bestowed
On trivial thoughts by summoning the muse
Of fake profundity to goad

The spirit-craving mob. Hear how they fuse
The lethal rhetoric that flowed
From Hitler’s progeny with what ensues
When leopards ravage soul’s abode.

For it’s the same sound rings in their tattoos,
Those celebrants, as in an ode
Of Hölderlin as Heidegger construes
Each eigentlich semantic node. 











Invitation to the Dance

Schiller’s dictum that “Life’s good, in spite of it all”, papier-mâché from the start, has become idiocy now that it is blown into the same trumpet as omnipresent advertising, with psycho-analysis, despite its better possibilities, adding its fuel to the flames.
	        					 ‘Invitation to the Dance’

'Life's good, in spite of all', so Schiller said,
An idiotic slogan, just what you'd
Expect from one who touted dreams long shed
By stronger minds in his idealist brood.

It's like the ersatz Freudian stuff they spread,
Those US shrinks, among the host of screwed-
Up types who crave mere happiness instead
Of irksome truths to further blight their mood.

Just ask me, 'where's that foolish fancy bred,
That soothing Ego-trip that Freud eschewed?',
And I'll say: 'there, within the addled head
Of every dupe, promiscuous or prude'.

No wonder they're so grievously misled,
The witless, Disney-dreaming multitude
Who think that if things just work out in bed
Then they can quit the drink and comfort-food.

In truth, it's Freud's enlightenment they dread,
His knowledge of that old, unceasing feud
Between the life- and death-drives whose dark thread
He traced through all the lives it snagged and skewed.

The shrinks say: 'just cheer up, your demon's fled,
It's all those inhibitions you've accrued:
Hang loose, take Schiller's joyous creed as read,
And let Id's death-reminders not intrude'.

That's the promesse de bonheur they're drip-fed,
The dream that has those movie-goers wooed
By screening just the Ego-edited
Director's cut, all deathly thoughts tabooed.

Yet, screen it as you may, you'll end up dead,
A scene that haunts remembrance though unviewed
Through all your Hollywood romances wed
To happy endings dutifully cued.

Far less, not more of them you need to shed,
Those inhibitions properly construed
As lingering markers of a truth long sped
Beyond the bounds of fake beatitude.

It’s by the pleasure-sniffing nose you're led,
You blissed-out fools and Ego-ticklers who'd
Prefer that even Freud’s harsh truths not shred
Distortion’s veil but see the lie renewed.


























Little Hans

‘Little Hans went out into the wide world’ (German song, cited by Adorno)

Whatever the intellectual does is wrong. He experiences drastically and vitally the ignominious choice that late capitalism secretly presents to all its dependents: to become one more grown-up, or to remain a child.
								‘Little Hans’

Go out into the wide world, little Hans,
And you'll be screwed whichever path you take,
Whether it's intellect that grabs its chance
Or thought that takes back seat for action's sake.

Play worldly-wise, adopt a cynic stance,
And everyone will guess you're on the make,
Suspect your hidden motives at a glance,
And ask: Why push that notion? What's your stake?

Play man of thought, proclaim you'll break a lance
For intellect (should you have one to break),
And they'll conclude you're in a state of trance
From which hard knocks might just jolt you awake.

Then should you bring about some great advance
In that line, some big breakthrough fit to shake
Their certitudes, they'll say 'thought’s old romance
Needs busting once again: a piece of cake!'.

You're stuck: let practicality enhance
Your hitting-power and have the label 'fake'
Affixed to your ideas, or look askance
At action-man and feel your thought-world quake.

You'll say: that world's no place for high finance,
For crude ideas that let the bankers rake
Their profits in; but ask how its slam-dance
Can wrong-foot theirs and thinking goes opaque.

A sad yet salutary truth: the fate
Of thought is always intricately tied
To economic factors such as rate
Of interest, unemployment, credit-side

And debt-side figures, this year’s estimate
Of next year’s borrowing, a sudden slide
In market share, or unexpected spate
Of firms gone bust with impact system-wide.

O Little Hans, sincerely though you hate
These crass considerations when applied
In intellect’s domain, still you’ll negate
Thought’s very point and purpose if you hide

Its real conditions and the shifting freight
Of concrete circumstance that, specified
More plainly, might just trip you as you skate
So blithely where the wise adjust their stride.

Yet swing too far that way and you’ll prostrate
Yourself before big business, take as guide
The FT Index, and let them dictate
The terms on which you thinkers must abide

Their insult to the fiercely guarded state
Of intellectual purity you’ve tried
To keep in place. Poor Hans, how it must grate,
That voice of worldly wisdom long denied!

Reflect a moment and you’ll come to see
Your sad dilemma as the kind that’s thrown
Up constantly when capital’s the key
To figuring why your thoughts are not your own,

Why counter-thoughts reject your freedom-plea,
What unknown force sets limits on the known,
And how the rules are framed to check that we
Keep clear of capital’s exclusion-zone.

Good sense says it’s a matter of degree,
Thoughts not too worldly-wise, nor too high-flown,
Though principally it serves to guarantee
They don’t become too revolution-prone

Or apt to strike the current powers-that-be
As cutting perilously near the bone
By showing there’s no neutral referee
While capital’s the power behind the throne.

Your choice, dear Hans: protracted infancy
For lack of business-bred testosterone,
Or giving in to their wise-up decree
That childishness be rapidly outgrown,

That every thought demand its proper fee,
That thinking seek out targets like a drone,
And adulthood reveal that nobody
Thinks well by strength of intellect alone.



















Gaps

Anyone who died old and in the consciousness of a seemingly blameless success, would secretly be the model schoolboy who reels off all life’s stages without gaps or omissions, an invisible satchel on his back.
								‘Gaps’

One mark of a well-crafted text: the gaps.
'Leave no loose ends, let every link show plain':
A schoolboy rule, enforced lest they should lapse
From drilled routine to thought, the teacher's bane.

They're unmarked spaces on our mental maps,
Anomalies that tell us 'think again',
Or sudden jolts that caution us: perhaps
Our mental tracks are what derailed the train.

How often it's a trite conclusion caps
Some stretch of reasoning eager to maintain
The rule, link up, avoid all booby-traps,
And keep conjecture on the tightest rein.

Totality's the monstrous beast that wraps
Its grubby paws around the teeming brain,
While thought disrupted fashions from the scraps
New linkages at each point in the chain.

Let paradox abound so thinking taps
Unknown resources, strikes a tangent plane,
Or stretches logic’s tether till it snaps
And cuts across the rule-conformist grain.

Don't say: 'Adorno, give that stuff a rest,
Quit theorising, life's too short to waste
On running life-experience past a test
No real-world operator ever faced'.

Those textual gaps are everything repressed,
Struck out, distorted, edited, displaced,
Redacted, yet obliquely self-confessed
In lifelines by a skillful linesman traced.

The true-confessors say: make a clean breast
Of all your woes, give someone else a taste
Of what you've gone through, let the shrink digest
Whatever drives your psychic cut-and-paste.

Yet it's those shrinks, the 'get it off your chest'
Brigade, whose strikingly un-Freudian haste
For closure shows how deeply they're distressed
By gaps of sense too large or oddly spaced.

For there's no life so uniformly blest,
Or cursed, that its five-act progression’s graced
Like that of narcissists who manage best
With text and lifeline smoothly interlaced.

Strict conscience says: the one maths-lesson missed
Through sleeping-in is one you won't get back
In a whole life spent pondering its gist,
So set the clock and cut yourself no slack.

Too true, yet time may teach the rigorist
How much may come of lives that veer and tack,
Or greet the schoolboy as he takes a twist
Of truant wandering from the proper track.

Your pupil who works dully through his list
Of tick-box tasks may yet turn out to lack
The gap-strewn way around that yields a tryst
With truth down error's seeming cul-de-sac.

Blake's message: if the fool would but persist
In folly, then the error-toll might stack
Up high enough to vindicate the blissed-
Out sleeper, not the kid with books to pack.

Learn then from him the bad, recidivist
Schoolboy how those content to take the flack
May earn, along with some slaps on the wrist,
Some credit for their gap-diviner's knack.




































Waysiders

In Satie’s pert and puerile piano pieces there are flashes of experience undreamed of by the school of Schoenberg, with all its pathos and all the rigour of musical development behind it.

[K]nowledge must indeed present the fatally rectilinear succession of victory and defeat, but must also address itself to those things which were not embraced by this dynamic, which fell by the wayside.

								‘Bequest’

‘So pert and puerile, mere jeux d’esprit’,
The critics say of Satie, and contrast
His pieces with the sort routinely classed
As masterworks and thought to hold the key – 
For dialectic-fanciers like me – 
To hearing, through-composed in music’s past,
Its present juncture and the shadows cast
By chord and cadence on the yet-to-be
Of all that’s unresolved. Why listen still
To Satie and his like, those trifling heirs
Of bourgeois privilege, when we’ve our fill
Of compositions where the music bears
Analysis on its own terms yet will,
To practised listeners, yield increasing shares
Of the encrypted truths it has to spill
When theory states what’s first known unawares.

And yet, at times, some trifling bagatelle
Of Satie leaves me wondering: do we close
Our ears and minds, we theorists, to all those
Reclusive hints and nuances that dwell
Within, around, beyond the notes and spell
Defeat for any analyst who knows
His way around till some small detail shows
How nuance, hint and anecdote may quell
The will to mastery. Though thinking strive
Against false positives, still their allure
Wins out whenever that resistless drive
Renews its old endeavour to secure
Thought’s borders lest unreason root and thrive
In shallow soil where lies alone endure.

For how shall thought bid falsehood that farewell,
How muster dialectic’s strength to pose
That challenge, repay truth the debt it owes,
If not by seeking new ways to compel
Our due assent, prise errors from their shell,
And so – no matter just how far it goes
Along negation’s path – reveal the pros
Behind its cons, the timely glimpse of hell
To give agnostics pause? Should truth survive,
Then all claims to it must count premature
Unless by indirection they contrive
Its negative conveyance, or abjure
Thought’s self-induced compulsion to arrive
At sure results where truth remains unsure.

‘Brush history against the victor’s grain’,
Wrote Benjamin, ‘let every new-found scrap
Of vanquished truth enjoy its chance to lap
The old front-runners, flash up once again
In vivid retrospect, and have us train
Our intellects on every knowledge-gap
Where untruth’s stark negation waits to tap
Those energies once channelled to contain
Their own disruptive force. How keep alive
The hopes of all whose sufferings endure
Oblivion’s victory-march and not deprive
The victims of their un-triumphal tour
Through all the age-old scenes of duck-and-dive
No longer brushed from history’s hope-brochure?

So with the ‘trifling’ Satie and his kin,
The writers and composers we assign,
We Kulturkritiker, not to the line
Of ‘major figures’, nor the rubbish-bin
Marked Massenkultur, but to artists in
The same rough category as I incline
To class those lives that had their living shine
Rubbed off by history, their only sin
Not making the front rank. And please don’t spring
The old tu quoque: ‘think, Adorno, what
Long years and efforts you’ve spent arguing
The case for those great works, albeit not
The canon-pushers’ case but meant to ring
Your Marxist changes on their master-plot!’.

Point taken, but reject the way you spin
My fancied acts of worship at the shrine
Of Great Composers since the credit’s mine,
I’d venture, to have shown how we begin
The hard task of discovering within
Those works how canny listeners may divine  
What’s there between the notes and disentwine
Art-truth from art’s illusions, those that pin
False flags to some high mast. My plea: why cling
To an aesthetic creed that has you trot
Stock judgements out on tap, and yet why fling
All values to the wind so every slot
On judgement’s scale has sundry listeners bring
Their own pet tastes to tell the world what’s what?

That’s when the dialectic promptly takes
A turn against the positive, when its
First precept is: no formal concept fits
The case in hand since every new work breaks
With all that went before, raises the stakes,
Refuses any chance to call it quits
With text-book analysts, and so admits
No valid commentary save that which makes
The negative its key. This leaves critique
To show the ideology concealed
By ‘mastery’, ‘superlative technique’,
‘Organic form’, and all the terms they wield,
Its celebrants, as they routinely seek
To hide negation’s undeceiving yield
Of depth-disruptive symptoms that bespeak
Whole lifetimes out of joint to ears sharp-peeled.

Yet simple logic says (and don’t despise
Its saying, you smart-alecs set to flip
Such logic up-side down) ‘why that blue-chip,
Classical stuff whose stock will likely rise
If those like you, its lovers in the guise
Of clued-up exes, recommend we skip
Down-market offerings that won’t equip
High-culture aspirants to gain the prize
Of hard-won critical guild-membership
Their fealty deserves. Why not instead
Go straight, as your friend Benjamin required
(If taken at his word and not as read
Through your choice spectacles), for what’s desired
By listeners happier than you to shed
Old prejudice for passions newly fired!’.

Not lost on me, the charge that I devise
Unending ways to keep a finger-grip
On that high culture while my writings lip-
Serve every theory-driven exercise
In Ideologiekritik that tries
To right historic wrongs while letting slip,
In every phrase, how prone it is to trip
On its more native than elective ties
Of culture, class, and creed. The works admired,
The reference-points, the ‘basics’ left unsaid,
And the reflex responses that conspired
In some high-toned remark – class-traits that led,
They say, to making me think like a hired
Front-man despite the culture-crimes I’d fled.

I turn it back, refute the charge, and find
My case borne out each time I follow through
A work’s unfolding bar-to-bar, or do
The Frankfurt-Theory job and keep in mind
Its socio-cultural context, or re-wind
The memory-tape in order to review
My thoughts when last I heard it and renew,
Or sketch afresh, the schema-links behind
That earlier audition. Not, you’d think,
The sort of mind-event that might occur
Too readily where culture strives to sink
Such differences in mass-appeal and blur
Those crisis-points of music at the brink
Of step-change with dialectic as its spur.

So no reneging on the negative, 
No ‘new simplicity’, no making friends
With culture-vandals and their dividends,
But more a sharpened sense of what may live
In music, such as Satie’s, apt to sieve
Experience for a flash of that which lends
Drab lives a moment’s light and makes amends,
In some part, for a world that fails to give
More lasting joys. For these, and their reverse
State, flat despair, the only study-scores
You’ll need are ones where scales of better-worse
Just don’t apply, where Satie’s safety-clause
No longer serves to lift the blessing-curse,
The rigour and the pathos, that may cause
Even the heirs of Schoenberg to rehearse
The Satie case for putting them on hold.













Truth, Beauty, Writing: two caveats

The prudence that restrains us from venturing too far ahead in a sentence is usually only an agent of social control, and so of stupefaction.

Scepticism is called for in face of the frequently raised objection that a text, a formulation, are ‘too beautiful’. Respect for the matter expressed, or even for suffering, can easily rationalize mere resentment against a writer unable to bear the traces, in the reified form of language, of the degradation inflicted on humanity.

								‘Memento’

Two points on which they're perfectly agreed,
Those bourgeois philistines: that no
Concern with beauty send
Their thoughts askew,
And that each sentence end
Before the complications go
Too far for those with little time to read.

Both vetoes say: much better not proceed
On that too risky path and show
You’re seeking to transcend
What prose can do,
Or willing to suspend
The import till sub-clauses grow
Beyond the sharpest reader's uptake speed.

The gist: how such indulgences may lead
To brain-fatigue, as they best know
Who'll rally to defend
The reader who
Declares himself no friend
To complex sentences that slow
Thought down or lyric flights from good sense freed.

It's servile minds and servile lives they breed,
Those rules that tell us what we owe
To readers who depend
On getting through
Without the call to spend
Their precious time on texts that throw
Them way off track, frustration guaranteed.

I've told my Frankfurt colleagues: don't spoon-feed
Your readers, set the bar too low,
Or have them comprehend
No more than you
Expect should they attend
Just on-and-off and thus bestow
Fit honors on your undemanding screed.

Be clear: it’s strength and probity you need
In writing, not the overflow
Of lyric feelings penned
In tried and true
Verse-fashion, nor the blend
Of formless thought with rococo
Prose flourishes to aid the case you plead.

Think back: recall that worst of times when we’d
A word-drunk, language-mangling foe
Whose every threat we’d fend
Off just by due
Care not to boost the trend
That made each excess word a blow
Struck first that meanings, then that flesh should bleed.

Yet don’t be fooled: the write-for-dummies creed
Is the same one that bids us stow
Our grievances, amend
Our terms and sue
For peace rather than bend
Our wills and syntax like a bow
Stretched taut to breaking-point in word and deed.



Constanza

The love which in the guise of unreflecting spontaneity and proud of its alleged integrity relies exclusively on what it takes to be the voice of the heart . . . is in this supreme independence precisely the voice of society.
								‘Constanza’

I write or speak 'I love you', and the phrase
Comes back at me in quote-marks, seeing I
Spent all those pages setting out the ways
That love's the bourgeoisie's great alibi.

'Pure feeling': thus a heartless world portrays
The X that waters tear-ducts long run dry,
That shrouds harsh outlines in a gentle haze,
And bids hard-bitten moguls yield a sigh.

Worse still: the more word gets around, 'love pays!',
The more we're taken in and pipe an eye
At love-scenes expertly devised to raise
The stakes till even the love-experts cry.

Don't call me cynic: I'll be quick to praise
The lover who gives bourgeois love the lie,
Who vows to remain faithful all his days,
And not give love's roulette another try.

Credit where due: if the false Don betrays
Those women and himself, then how deny
The truth his faithful opposite displays
To words that no fresh vow can falsify.

Yet there's a tipping-point where virtue strays
Into the realm where dubious motives pry,
Where the fake lure of bourgeois love-talk lays
Its trap, and who's to say you're the good guy?

It's that same cult of feeling, those clichés
They put about, the heroines who'd die
For love or couples love-struck at first gaze,
That let the Juan echoes multiply

Till every fresh endearment just conveys
The pressing bourgeois need to find some high-
Toned state of mind or soul that might erase
The trademark tags from which the traders shy.

Small wonder if such thoughts are apt to faze
Those long-time lovers – like myself and my
Devoted Gretel – whose life-resumés
And domicile beneath a foreign sky

Bear witness: how should that bourgeois malaise,
That sickness-unto-change-of-heart, apply
To us long love-united emigrés
Whose hearts and minds well know the reason why?

Yet still the thought returns: no end of ways
Heart hoodwinks mind and then's self-hoodwinked by
Its own complicity with every phase
Of love's old trade with feelings gone awry.

















An Absurdity


To the question what is to be done with defeated Germany, I could say only two things in reply. Firstly: at no price, on no conditions, would I wish to be an executioner or to supply legitimations for executioners. Secondly: I should not wish, least of all with legal machinery, to stay the hand of anyone who was avenging past misdeeds. This is a thoroughly unsatisfactory, contradictory answer, one that makes a mockery of both principle and practice. But perhaps the fault lies in the question and not only in me.

							‘Out of the Firing-Line’


You ask me, stupidly: what’s to be done
With Germany in defeat?, and I reply
In likewise stupid fashion, yet defy
Your commonplace stupidity with one
Of my thought-riddling provocations spun
Off your last question, one suggested by
Your foolishly imagining that I
Should play some trivial mind-game lost or won
With lives lost by the million. Your idea,
Maybe, is getting me to add my voice
To the revengers’ chorus, or keep clear
Of judgement (‘typical!’), or else rejoice
In not succumbing to the force of mere
Majority opinion. Take your choice!

Perhaps the aim’s to have me contradict
Myself, make this ‘the one exception’, hail
The Nuremberg tribunal, and not fail
To ape the US papers – ‘got them licked’,
‘Just hang the lot’, ‘no suffering we inflict
Could match their crimes’, ‘they’re beasts beyond the pale
Of shared humanity’, or ‘death not jail
For all the evil bastards they convict’.
If so, their aim’s misfired: no chance I’d fall
For that barbaric sentiment, endorse
Judicial murder (let’s be frank and call
The vile thing what it is), and let the force
Of Wille zur Macht then swiftly re-install
Itself as victor’s justice takes its course.

Or, second guess, you’re likely of a mind
To have me press it once again, my case
That when the state turns killer we debase
Our civic-moral lives and leave behind
Whatever small claim we, or humankind,
Might lay to having quit the savage space
Of eye-for-eye requital where the race
Set out on its long haul from justice blind
To justice partial-sighted. Then you’ll play
Your other card, declare (as if I need
Reminding) how iniquitous what they
Stand charged with, and revile me when I plead
That, even if convicted, none should pay
The blood-price fixed, the penalty decreed.

And yet I take your point, perceive how you’d
Proceed if I were on the witness-stand
And said I should not wish to stay the hand
Of vengeance-seekers, any who pursued
Just one or other of that monster-brood
Instead of punishing ‘The Fatherland’
With hell-on-earth like bunkered Hitler planned,
Or legal farce designed to quell the feud
Of post-war powers. But you’ll say ‘How defend
That atavistic view, that raw desire,
In one so erudite, to make an end
Of legal process, stage the Oresteia
But in reverse so litigants descend
Once more to piling high the victim-pyre?’.

It’s indefensible you say, and yes,
I take your point, and take it all the more
To heart because if there’s one thing this war
Should now, belatedly, have us address
It’s Freud’s big question: how shall we repress,
Contain, or sublimate the endless score-
Unsettling primal scenes we’re apt to store
Away lest some new psychic breach transgress
That fragile border-zone. There’s no advance
In human history, no step beyond
The warriors’ feast, the sated killer’s trance,
So great as that which traded tribal bond
For jus in bellum and the saving chance
That interests, law and right should correspond.

Not so in my case, you’ll be quick to note,
Since, when it comes to justice in the wake
Of Germany’s defeat, I cease to take
That good left-liberal line and cast my vote
For Hobbes’s state of nature, turn my coat,
Change reason’s warrant for revenger’s stake,
And so betray my calling as to make
This shameful break with every word I wrote
In intellect’s defence. By all means jeer
At this my crass apostasy but grant
Me an attentive audience and you’ll hear,
Maybe, some thoughts that put a different slant
On what I’ve said, or make my feelings clear
Where (tell it softly) dialectics can’t.

When you say ‘Hang the Nazis’, ‘Execute
The ringleaders’, ‘Let Germany’s defeat
Bring death to its death-dealers’, you repeat
That sanguinary protocol, that brute
Insensate plea that ‘punishment should suit
The crime’, thus crudely owning your retreat
To the same zone where law’s hard dictates greet
The host of vengeful furies set to mute
The voices of restraint. Your choice: to side
With that worst part of law that rules you act
Always as prosecuting counsel, pride
Yourselves on a harsh sentence, see it’s backed,
If that goes through, by legal homicide,
And so preserve your consciences intact.

You say: their crimes defy all precedent,
All just comparison, all thought of them
Escaping penalties that you’d condemn,
In lesser cases, as the sediment
Of old compulsions we should circumvent
For fear of proving Hobbes’s theorem
Through gross mimetic rivalries that stem
From human cravings rigorously bent
To their inhuman rule. I say: you err
In failing to conceive how, when the state
Turns psychopath, all citizens must share
The hangman’s task, how it must implicate
The willing and unwilling so it’s their
Noose-tightening hands the victim must await.

Think too: what they, convicted, must endure
For days, weeks, months is the grim rigmarole
Of death in every warder’s night patrol,
The one fixed destiny, the one thing sure,
The whispered truth that works its dark allure
On fellow-prisoners, and then the whole
Obscene charade with priest to bless the soul
Snuffed out so their world-order stays secure
Against its inner demons. When you speak 
Of justice done, humanity restored,
Or all the new-times cant of every clique
Since bad times immemorial please accord
This old nay-sayer his right to critique
The hopes unwarranted, the signs ignored.

So when you rightly tell me how absurd
My stance on this, how ethically obtuse
My argument, I’ve nothing to produce
As counter-claim but ‘verbum sap’, a word
To those wise in the ways of hope deferred,
Or apt to think a deadbeat losers’ truce
Far wiser than the righteous zeal let loose
By victory in war and passions stirred
At law’s primeval depths. For this at least
You’ll grant: there’s no fine precept we’ve devised,
No Grundgesetz, that won’t let some high priest
Or leader claim the right, self-authorised,
To boom it from the belly of the beast
And redefine what counts as ‘civilised’.

Just read late Freud, learn at what fearsome cost
Of thwarted instinct we’ve repressed the drive
To war and tribal violence, think how live
The memory of Versailles, the Länder lost,
The life-hopes crushed, the loyalties double-crossed,
Then maybe reassess the case that I’ve
Put to you here: that history may contrive
Its worst new horror-shows from old ones glossed
By more enlightened minds. Again I own
The contradiction, openly admit
How deep it cuts, how near the moral bone
Of all my work, and has me retrofit
Past thinking to accommodate what’s known,
As wise guys say, by those who’ve lived a bit.



















Magic Flute

As radiant things give up their magic claims, renounce the power with which the subject invested them and hoped with their help himself to wield, they become transformed into images of gentleness, promises of a happiness cured of domination over nature.
							‘Magic Flute’

They held you spellbound once, the jewels you sought
And coveted, then hoarded till the sight
That held you captive threatened to distort
Your every sense-modality, to blight

Your life-world by their radiance, and thwart,
Like scenes repressed but harshly dragged to light,
Your wish to have them not so dearly bought
Since touched by art's fine gift to put things right.

Listening to Mozart we have little thought
Of what old savageries are taking flight
In such beguiling melodies, what sort
Of half-remembered horrors may affright

The ear and mind less adequately taught
To filter out those overtones that might
Subdue our weak defences. They exhort:
Make no mistake, it's his Queen of the Night

Wins Mozart's verdict in the only court
That counts, the one where rival parties fight
It out between them and the bloody sport
Is waged each time on art's delusive height.

My point in brief: it took peine dure et fort,
The torturer's technique, to tame those bright
Jewel-treasuries whose gleam might else abort
Whatever signs of progress we could cite

Against the evidence of lives cut short
By avarice or man's dark appetite
For every fetish-object finely wrought
To conjure blood-lust in its acolyte.

How then appease the jewel-clad juggernaut
If not by art's veiled promise to requite
The ancient cravings of a creature caught,
Like Lucifer, in dark-bedazzled plight.































Late Extra: Freud

The repressive traits in Freud have nothing to do with the want of human warmth that business-like revisionists point to in the strict theory of sexuality.

The place in The Future of an Illusion where, with the worthless wisdom of a hard-boiled old gentleman, he quotes the commercial traveler’s dictum about leaving heaven to the angels and the sparrows, should be set beside the passage in the Lectures where he damns with pious horror the perverse practices of pleasure-loving society.

					 ‘This Side of the Pleasure Principle’

No ordinary betrayal, that of Freud
In those late passages where, like an old
Hard-boiled Victorian sage, he sternly told
The rakes and pleasure-seekers they’d enjoyed
Themselves too long and must be re-employed
About their Father’s work. If he’d enrolled
The Id in freedom’s party, then that bold
Conjecture he now counted null and void
As life gave way to death. Let Lustprinzip
Not strive for liberation but subdue
Brute instinct’s ceaseless striving to the deep,
Remorseless Todestrieb whose psychic coup
In pleasures lost woke dreamers from their sleep
And ran that scene again their whole lives through.

Just read those texts and see the death-drive seep
Its way into his language, twist askew
What’s living in it, have desire make do
With deathly substitutes, and let the creep
Of old morality (‘all we like sheep’
And so forth) dish the dirt on all that’s true
In Freudian thought, till Totem and Taboo
And other late texts ruled we humans keep
No pleasure-drive in play. For that’s what buoyed
Our spirits up, gave life its brightening hold
Despite death’s dark allure, and – when we toyed
With such ideas – reminded us how cold
And desolate the frost-clad asteroid
Named Thanatos that broke the pleasure-mould.

‘That social needs or interests rate far higher
Than sexual needs or instincts – take that late-
Won wisdom from me now and take it straight,
As the death-drive demands, not as desire
Would have it with those detours that require
A lifetime’s pleasures just to compensate,
By warding off, the body’s run-down fate
Or life’s incessant hastening to the pyre
Of all things temporal.’ Thus he destroyed,
By retro-sabotage, the dreams he’d sold
His trusting flock and left them paranoid
Lest they fall yet again for the fool’s gold
Shared freely but by fools alone enjoyed
Since death-certificated, death-controlled. 

Repressive traits loom larger as the sex-
Drive wanes, as cynic wisdom takes the floor,
And he offloads a bunch of bottom-drawer
Half-witted moral dicta fit to vex
The souls of erstwhile devotees or hex
The nascent pleasure-drive of those who saw,
In his ideas, their best hope to restore
The life-hopes lost by suffering the checks
Of psyche socialised. How contemplate
That climb-down, that withdrawal under fire
From pulpit moralists whom he’d berate,
In his heroic years, or else enquire
What psychic deformation made them hate
His news as if from some malign town-crier?

He’d soon have seen what spasms of regret
Squeezed their sad lives, what had them pay the price
Of instincts thwarted, sexual paradise
Foresworn, and ‘social conscience’ apt to get
So much on top of them that they reset
Libido’s gauge, a steady-state device
With death-drive and instinctual sacrifice
As system defaults yet with Eros’ debt
To Thanatos unpaid. Yet now this ex-
Debunker of old lies, this man who tore
Aside the myths that lingered to perplex
Our body-minds, finds reason to deplore
The ‘hedonists’ whose licence to annex
New zones of joy was all they blessed him for.

Hear with what fervour he abjures the tricks
Of hypnotists, those fairground fools and frauds, 
Or rogue defectors to the roaming hordes 
Of ‘wild analysis’ who claim to fix
The wounded psyche through a noxious mix
Of quackery that perfectly accords
With sessions where the hucksters scatter words
Like bread on water till some sequence clicks
And there’s your magic cure. But then, how tell
Apart those perfumed frauds with their array
Of money-spinning gimmicks and the smell
Of bourgeois rectitude that came to play,
As pleasures waned, a last-act role that fell
Foursquare with the drab mores of the day?

It’s his dark counterpart who now applauds
Repression, sublimation, all that licks
The pliant soul-stuff into shape, or ticks
The parson’s every box, or treads the boards
With any mountebank whose act affords
A second chance to get his kicks,
This time around by shrewdly upping sticks
And yielding Thanatos its due rewards
As life-hopes bite the dust. And how should they,
Those hopers dazed and dashed, not then rebel
At his perverse compulsion to betray
His and their cause, call shock-troops in to quell
The death-defying mob, and so gainsay
All he’d once done to break the reaper’s spell?

It’s not ‘psychologism’ – as they think,
Those tidy-minded types – that so curtails
His nobler dream but death that tips the scales
Against all thought of happiness, a kink
In thought itself that snaps the three-way link
Of instinct, truth and pleasure till he rails
At his great early insights and so fails
The test that had his weaker brethren blink
At what he’d dragged to light. How deep it went,
That probing of the psyche, they know best
Who’ve learned the hard way what its lessons meant
In lives once demon-cursed, then briefly blest
With hopes and joys hard-won, not heaven-sent,
Until re-taught to own death’s edict lest,
At Freud’s late bidding, Id reveal its bent
For pleasures struck from Ego’s manifest.

‘Leave heaven to the angels’ – so he nails
That promesse de bonheur, that vital chink
In death-drive’s armour, and resolves to sink
Whatever chance we had of finding tales
More hopeful, or just one that countervails,
With his good warrant, his bad plan to shrink
The loyalist camp to those who’d gladly wink
At all that knocks the wind from the bright sails
Of wish-filled voyagers. Should they protest
That grim paternal tone, or soon resent
Their losing out on his late-life bequest,
Then think how once he strove to circumvent
Death’s snare in pleasure’s name, how the repressed
Makes shattering returns, and how ill-spent
A life may look when coldly reassessed
Against the sum of human discontent.

Let’s not think want of ‘human warmth’ to blame
For that late turn, nor any rumoured lack
Of good couch-manners, smiles that take the slack
When ego-strokers practise in the name
Of Freudian analysis yet aim
At coaxing non-conformers safely back
Into the bourgeois fold lest they should crack,
The word soon spread, and others find the game
Not worth the candle. What most surely lent
That talking cure the power it once professed
To grant us was the message: don’t repent
Your pleasures past, keep future needs addressed,
But have his founding truths still orient
Your thought and lay the Todestrieb to rest.

So let’s not put it down, that change of tack,
To an old man’s refusal of the claim
Once laid on him by suffering souls who came
To still their terrors, quell the demon pack,
Or let him show a gifted listener’s knack
For quieting fears, as if kind words could tame
Neurotic guilt or camp-survivor’s shame
In ways well-known to any psycho-quack
With empathy to spare. ‘Cruel to be kind’
Has no place in the Freudian repertoire,
Though reasoning and wisdom once combined
To fix our sights on happiness, that far
Domain where strife-torn psyches yet might find
The gates of paradise he left ajar.

See how the pundits scramble to defame
His life’s-work, how those US shrinks ransack
His texts for ego-nostrums, and each claque
Of crass revisionists compete to frame
His insights in a form that leaves them lame
As stumbling Oedipus, condemned to track
Their occult truths as in some almanac
Where fate lays out its plan to kill or maim
Those who defy its power. What avatar
Have we for brave Prometheus, long resigned
To suffer in our cause, but one whose star
Has shone then darkened like the Freudian mind,
Alternately transfixed by how things are
And how they might be once we leave behind
The psycho-tropes of Zeus that debar,
For now, a hero neither lame nor blind.






































A Confusion

In my childhood, some elderly English ladies with whom my parents kept up relations often gave me books as presents: richly illustrated books for the young . . . .  Whether I could read [those books] none of them paused to reflect. Their peculiar inaccessibility . . . filled me with the belief that objects of this kind were not books at all, but advertisements, perhaps for machines like those my uncle produced in his London factory. 

The archaic, passionate nouns of the original [Brahms song] have been turned into catchwords for a hit song, designed to boost it. Illuminated in the neon light switched on by these words, culture displays its character as advertising.

							‘English Spoken’

Those English aunts have much to answer for.
They gave me wondrous picture-books to read.
The pictures met my every boyish need.
Surely the texts had kindred gifts in store?

Not proper aunts, but ladies guaranteed,
My parents thought, to help the boy explore
Those topics recommended all the more
By text and image deftly inter-keyed.

One point the aunts elected to ignore
Or simply, being English, failed to heed,
Was that my speaking German might impede
My figuring out the image-text rapport.

It left me, decades later, up to speed
With English, yet still seeing nothing more
Than ad-man tricks or senseless signs galore
When faced with any illustrated screed.

The doubt remained, the book-contagion spread.
O why those garish pictures, words opaque,
Mute titles flagged up clear in nights awake,
All pleading yet refusing to be read?

My English uncle's factory would take
Out whole-page ads to keep the readers fed
With pictographs that kept his firm ahead
And them supplied with things he used to make.

That old delirium, one I've scarcely shed,
Had me soon thinking all the content fake
In books and pictures, done for profit's sake
Or market-share, whatever Uncle said.

It's not the sort of feeling you can shake
Off once it's got to you, that sense of dread
When first you light upon, then lose, some thread
Of sense that tells you: this is make-or-break.

Now I'm an exile, here in Disneyland-
Writ-large, Los Angeles, and the US
Strikes me as ad-man's paradise, no less
Than Uncle's mag-shots for the family brand.

It's cheap tunes for cheap sentiments ('God bless
America'), myths fake or second-hand,
Along with twists on Custer’s doomed Last Stand,
Plus daily updates peddled in the press.

Just listen to that song of Brahms, now bland
As some love-crooner's ditty as they mess
With Heyse’s words and turn to mawkishness
Those lines that once made hopes and hearts expand.

On every front our intellects regress,
Mine as the words grow dark when closely scanned,
Theirs through responses pre-rehearsed or canned  
Till all but we dark-dwellers acquiesce.

See how that lyric piece acquires the sheen
Of Broadway lights, the glitzy neon glow
That says: 'here's what you arty types now owe
To advertising and the silver screen!

Just drop the art-talk, let the aura go,
View neon-lit, enjoy the culture-scene,
Make stimulus-response your fixed routine,
And don't have old Adorno spoil the show'.

It's like the ads for Uncle's new machine – 
Sound product, no doubt, though the streamline flow
Of imagery says smoothly: 'Got the dough?
Then we'll keep operations squeaky-clean’.

That's why I'd look at books and hardly know,
At times, what all the hieroglyphs might mean,
Or whether all those pictures in between
Meant ad, not book, best fitted each tableau.

Maybe the culture-industry's now played
A final, killer trick; outsmarted me,
Its arch-decipherer, with the master-key
That sets my reading skills to entry-grade.

Perhaps – more welcome thought – it's helped to free
For me what each Parisian arcade
Showed Benjamin: how, as old fashions fade,
They leave a breathing-space for reverie.

It's there my English aunts and uncle made
Their deepest mark: by bringing me to see
Each text as an oneiric spelling-bee,
An interzone of sense-for-image trade.

Yet always it's the culture-industry
In place already, some old hit-parade
Motif that haunts the Mozart serenade,
That overlays Brahms’ lyric melody,

Puts Schubert Lieder firmly in the shade,
Demands the poets bend a votive knee
To Tin Pan Alley, and – the powers decree – 
Count Europe's culture-debt as yet unpaid.






































Sacrificial Lamb

Dictation makes it possible for the author to slide into the position of the critic during the earliest phases of the production process. What one puts down is non-binding, provisional, mere material for reworking; once transcribed, however, it appears as something alienated and to a certain extent objective . . . . Thanks are due to those who take dictation, when they flush out the author at the right moment through contradiction, irony, nervousness, impatience and lack of respect. 

							‘Sacrificial Lamb’

I speak my thoughts as thinking finds its way.
He listens, takes them down as I dictate;
Attentive, silent, thoughtful, up to speed,
Yet analyst and ironist combined.

Thoughts tentative, as suits a first assay,
Caught 'on the wing', well short of finished state,
Though by his dispensation somehow freed
To think what else might not have come to mind.

His subtlest gestures have their role to play,
His frowns, sighs, nods, slight wince when phrases grate,
And suchlike ways to let me know that he'd
Perceived me heading for some double-bind,

Found biases that led my thought astray,
Seen sticking-points I failed to indicate,
Or guessed beforehand how I might proceed
To leave those looming obstacles behind.

Call it a quaint old practice though you may,
A bourgeois thing, way past its use-by date,
Or else – on this we're pretty much agreed – 
An intellectual’s get-out from the grind

Of ars scribendi, still I'd want to say
Dictation has this virtue: to negate,
Like dialectics, any thought decreed
Truth absolute, infallibly divined.

It shows your idols to have feet of clay,
Your timeless truths soon going out-of-date,
And those, your precious sentences, to need
His quiet assent before they're countersigned.

Then there's the tell-tale gestures that betray
Some doubt, some hint that has you hesitate
Before permitting all the world to read
A claim too sweeping, crude, or ill-defined.

Yet if this next-word-hanger leaves you prey
To doubts and self-misgivings, he's a straight-
Man, goad and trickster also, one whose lead
May point your way to regions of a kind

Unlooked-for in the course of day-to-day
Philosophising or the null debate
Of minds self-tutored never to exceed
The 'laws of thought', canonically enshrined.

For it's the risker's blessing they convey,
The gift of those who pull down to create,
Who think no safe conclusion guaranteed
Since all truths come with errors close entwined.

That's how he merits his Socratic pay,
That shrewd amanuensis; by the rate
Of change in monologic when it's keyed
To thoughts aslant, resistant, non-aligned.









Futures

1 Tabloid

The noiseless din that we have long known in dreams booms at us in waking hours from newspaper headlines.
    			‘Dwarf Fruit’

All future threats lie low in soundless dream.
They bear no name or image, though they loom
Ahead and spell some scarcely guessed at doom
That haunts our thoughts like a reclusive theme
Whose variations span the most extreme
Of nightmarish scenarios yet resume,
Each night, by finding fantasy more room
To work its dark inventions on the scheme
For stoking our worst fears. They quit the space
Of lurid speculation when we scan
The tabloid headlines and come face-to-face
With some fresh daylight outrage that began
In dream-spooked reverie but leaves its trace
On news that’s stalked by horror’s bogeyman.

Ignore those dream-prognostics if you can:
They’ll track you down, seek out your hiding place.
Try to outrun them and you’ll find the race
Goes to the least deluded, he who ran
In fear of doom’s decree but had no plan
For heading off whatever dire disgrace
Might come his way or, should he slacken pace,
Demand he leap from private frying-pan
To history’s fire. Perchance you’ll wake and scream
As nightmares come to pass and captions boom
Bad tidings, but just take it for the team
So long as sleep postpones the who-knows-whom
Of each grey dawn whose reportage you deem
Plain fact despite the tabloid nom de plume.


2 Radio
The mythical messenger of doom lives again in radio. Important events announced peremptorily are always disasters. In English solemn means both ceremonious and menacing. The power of society behind the speaker turns of its own accord against the listeners. 
 ‘Dwarf Fruit’
Hear how the voice of doom now stalks the night,
Slips quietly into houses, looks around
For one of those accomplices long found
To do their master’s bidding, notes the light
Of warming vacuum-tubes, then claims the right
To entertain, to threaten, to astound,
And make the radio loudspeaker sound
Like God as nemesis, now come to smite
Us unbelievers dead. How tell apart
The announcer’s voice from what it takes to get
Those urgent words across: the ancient art
Of oratory, but then the radio-set
Whose boomy speaker bids to grab the heart
And mind of all with mental space to let.

Those solemn tones, that weighty epithet:
They speak to us, but though the speaker’s smart
And language-savvy, still for off-the-chart
Mass-audience appeal they owe a debt
To cone-and-magnet speakers that abet
The aims of all who trade in falsehood’s mart,
Or every demagogue who’d hope to start,
By radiophonic means, the hate-gazette
Where pogroms hatch and breed. This blessing-blight
Of wireless! how it holds us speaker-bound,
Pre-schooled for all disasters, prone to flight
At every tonal hint that fortune’s frowned
On our poor lives, and sensing every slight
Voice-tremor as forewarning: go to ground!

Medium to media: still they bring us news
In voices strange, tones intimate yet drawn
From a bad place where lethal rumours spawn,
Where speakers read from ghostly autocues,
And the most gifted psychic can’t know whose
The master’s voice that has the radio warn
Its huddled listeners: like this speaker-horn
You’ll boom to order, have our sounds suffuse
Your every waking thought. For though you dwell
On that news-reader’s words, strive to divine
The subtlest nuances as if they tell
Some occult truth, the meaning you assign
Is what resounds within you like a bell
When private fears and public threats combine.

It’s not just vocal frequencies you lose
When such deliverances are radio-borne,
When speakers blare from speakers, words are torn
From living speech, and gesture gives no clues
To feeling or intent. What puts the screws
On hardest is the bored news-reader’s yawn
Conveying ‘you, you’re just another pawn
In some big power-game where high stakes excuse
Your zero role’. It makes an exile’s hell
Of radiophony if you decline,
Like me, to hear the Führer cast his spell
Again in rasping tones, or taste the brine
Of hatreds pickled for this box to sell
When some new tyrant spins a fascist line.


3 And Counting

He who relinquishes awareness of the growth of horror not merely succumbs to cold-hearted contemplation, but fails to perceive, together with the specific difference between the newest and that preceding it, the true identity of the whole, of terror without end.
							‘Don’t Exaggerate’

Two lying adages: things stay the same,
Plus cela change, ‘twas ever thus, and – not
The flat rebuff it seems – everything’s got
Much worse of late, technology’s to blame,
Those old misdeeds put modern crimes to shame.
For, dialectically, there’s not a lot
To choose between those twin bêtises they trot
Out regular as clockwork just to maim
The power of active thought. And spare me, please,
Your low-grade Goebbels-to-McCarthy type
Of anti-intellectual stuff that sees
All genuine thinking (since it fails to pipe
Their fascist tune) as Commie jargonese
That signals our come-uppance time is ripe.

Dialectics means: those adages, though tripe
When taken as they stand, can work to tease
Each other’s weakness out, apply the squeeze
Of active intellect, and take a swipe
At lazy thought. Best way: upgrade their gripe
By showing each the stark antitheses
That bug its case, the flicker of unease
With some glib phrase, and a new chance to snipe
At doltish monologic. Where they claim
To speak their simple truths, that’s just the spot
Where canny dialecticians should take aim
And show how wide the simpleton’s best shot
At drawing timeless nostrums from what came,
First off, as unwilled twists to their fixed plot.

No freedom but derives its future scope
From non-identity, from all that lies
Beyond their bitter counsel in the guise
Of seasoned wisdom, fastening its best hope
To that which tears apart the envelope
Of stricken past and present, sets its eyes
On outcomes yet unknown, and so defies
Whichever jaded saw the misanthrope
Deploys to close them off.  Conceive the true
As flagged up ‘false’ by history to date,
And falsehood as what earns the title due
From future truths whose moment had to wait
For history to work its passage through
The non-identical. Then think of ‘fate’,
That swindler’s myth, as just the sort of view
They take who’d block all future change of state.

The terrors multiply, the crimes accrue,
And thought’s shock-burden grows at such a rate
That callous hearts alone could contemplate
The piled-up evidence and ask ‘What’s new
In death and war?’. Yet they’ve their reasons, too,
Those schooled in such things who insist that hate
Runs strong in every age and who’d negate
The carnage-count that otherwise might skew
Our moral compass. Yet how’s thought to cope
With what exceeds all grasp of scale or size
If not by having dialectic grope
Its cautious way between each one who cries
For just remembrance and the chronotope
Of terror glimpsed as each new victim dies?


 


















Just Checking

While thought has forgotten how to think itself, it has at the same time become its own watchdog. Thinking no longer means anything more than checking at each moment whether one can indeed think . . . . As thought earlier internalized the duties exacted from without, today it has assimilated to itself its assimilation into the surrounding apparatus.
								‘I.Q.’

You've caught me napping yet again – that's you,
Old teacher in the wily ways
Of dialectic, always out to slew
The course of fixed thought-habits, raise
The stakes by lightning coup and counter-coup,
Expose unguarded turns of phrase,
Show hidden premises not followed through,
Reveal the symptom that betrays
A psychic block, shift viewpoint bang on cue
To bring the dupes up short, and faze
Those predisposed, like me, to think they knew
Enough by now to self-appraise,
To make the grade as readers, fit though few,
Whom no such jump-cuts can amaze
Since having you as guide (plus high IQ)
Got them well past the entry phase.

That's how you put critique in first to bat,
When you say IQ’s just a test
Of mind-routines or habits got off pat,
Of giving active thought a rest,
Avoiding any doubt-inducing spat
With dialectics, faring best
At thinking-tasks you've long been expert at,
Tasks set by those you've second-guessed
A hundred times, and showing it's old hat
To you, this endless need to manifest
Your role as thought's internal bureaucrat,
Poised at society's behest
To self-apply its prudent caveat
Against all thinking-ventures pressed
Beyond the caution: 'let him bell the cat
Who counts us mice with nine lives blest'.

Thought its own watchdog – that's the gist of your
Mind-wrenching text: to have us note,
And strive against, the thought-debasing chore
Of IQ tests and every rote-
Like mental exercise that tells us more
About what has us by the throat,
Out there and deep within, than what small store
Of wit it takes for some to gloat
'We're way up-scale', as if one's IQ score
Were what best sorted sheep from goat,
Thought's poor foot-soldiers from its elite corps,
And so ensure that those who float
Straight to the top are those who soon deplore
All risky ventures to promote
The thought that dialectic's mouse might roar
As monologic's antidote.

But then I think: that's one big reason why
I read Adorno, that desire
Of mine to test the speed and power of my
Thought-processes against his wire-
Drawn dialectics, or to come out high
On his thought-checklist, or acquire
Some trusty scale or progress-chart whereby
To match wits with the test-supplier
And so commit, however hard I try,
The same mistake that drew his ire,
The view that thinking's something you 'apply',
Some set of tools assembled prior
To any use you make of them, the lie
That has us ready reckoners aspire
To do no more than check or certify
We labouring brains are worth our hire.

And that's my point: so many ways they close
In tight to block thought's might-have-been,
Shades of the mental prison-house for those
Caught up in some crass thought-machine,
Like IQ testing, as the darkness grows,
Automatism works unseen,
And poor res cogitans no longer knows
What these forced protocols might mean.
Yet I think idly sometimes: 'Just suppose
Your quick-shift dialectics screen
From consciousness a protocol that goes
To reinforce its own routine,
A work-out discipline I shrewdly chose
To let me oscillate between
The restless energy of your thought-nettled prose
And my relief as test-scores intervene.
























By Popular Demand

Even cultural products introduced and distributed with the maximum display of expense repeat . . . the public-house musician’s sidelong glance at the plate on the piano while he hammers their favourite melody into his patron’s ears.

The excessively glossy, hygienic quality of industrialized culture is the sole rudiment of primal shame, an exorcising image, comparable to the tail-coats of the highest hotel managers who, in their eagerness not to look like head-waiters, outdo aristocrats in elegance, thereby giving themselves away as head-waiters.

								‘Olet’

1

From high to low they hawk their shoddy wares.
Don’t think him venal as he eyes the plate.
The fault’s one every music-vendor shares.

Just watch the bar-room pianist as he dares
A try-out piece then lets old tunes rotate.
From high to low they hawk their shoddy wares.

If that stuff brings the dollars in who cares
What pain for fine-tuned ears it might create?
The fault’s one every music-vendor shares.

They’re all plate-watching, figuring what squares
With their notes-played to dollars-trousered rate.
From high to low they hawk their shoddy wares.

Don’t think he’d change that much if kicked upstairs
For those who’ll pay for tickets, not donate.
The fault’s one every music-vendor shares.

Each touts an answer to the punters’ prayers,
Pub-pianist and his classy alternate:
The fault’s one every music-vendor shares.

Not much to choose when each big tune declares
‘Let taste go hang, let market-share dictate’.
From high to low they hawk their shoddy wares.

No room in either camp for the sad heirs
Of yesteryear who play the classics straight.
The fault’s one every music-vendor shares.

Loose change or fortune made, the yield repairs
All damage done: no harms to compensate!
From high to low they hawk their shoddy wares.

The true executant alone then errs
In spurning mass-appeal or money-bait.
The fault’s one every music-vendor shares.

In these bad days it’s she alone who bears
The huckster’s scorn, the talent-spotter’s hate.
From high to low they hawk their shoddy wares;
The fault’s one every music-vendor shares.


2

It’s always money gets the sidelong glance.
Art means a lot but not compared with cash.
Ignore the tempo-markings, take your chance.

Those audiences like their tunes to dance
While textures gleam and maestros cut a dash:
It’s always money gets the sidelong glance.

As auditors regress so sales advance;
No end of favourite classics to rehash.
Ignore the tempo-markings, take your chance.

Observe that maestro switch from podium trance
To frenzied baton-waving in a flash:
It’s always money gets the sidelong glance.

Who cares if critics take a purist stance?
He rakes it in and makes the bigger splash.
Ignore the tempo-markings, take your chance.

Those Toscanini tricks may not enhance
The work but rend it like a cymbal-clash:
It’s always money gets the sidelong glance. 

Hear music get on terms with high finance,
Gloss textures monetised as structures crash.
Ignore the tempo-markings, take your chance.

No point adopting some superior stance,
Lamenting lost repeats, whole movements slashed:
It’s always money gets the sidelong glance.

Then hear the hints of Hollywood romance
That turn the noblest theme to noxious trash:
Ignore the tempo-markings, take your chance. 

What place for depth of thought or elegance
Of phrasing when it’s form they’re out to trash?
It’s always money gets the sidelong glance.

See how those star conductors preen and prance
Like pop-stars out to plug their latest smash.
Ignore the tempo-markings, take your chance;
It’s always money gets the sidelong glance.


3

Beneath it all the shame of lives for sale.
The surface gloss betrays how deep it goes.
That star conductor’s dress-code tells the tale.

Compare your hotel-manager, the male
Façade of dignity his garb bestows!
Beneath it all the shame of lives for sale.

His tail-coat does the business without fail,
Like old nobility in silken hose.
That star conductor’s dress-code tells the tale.

Thus strings with silken sheen may yet avail
To gloss the faults keen listening might expose.
Beneath it all the shame of lives for sale.

Don’t mock, my friends: the bourgeois ego’s frail
And needs to emulate the aristos:
That star conductor’s dress-code tells the tale.

The old cash nexus: payment on the nail
Or we and you fine lot will come to blows.
Beneath it all the shame of lives for sale.

Just mention something like an audit trail
And see your maestro turning up his nose:
That star conductor’s dress-code tells the tale.

He gets those velvet textures to regale
Your ears so cash, like music, amply flows.
Beneath it all the shame of lives for sale.

Yet even as the audiences hail
His touch pure poetry it runs to prose:
That star conductor’s dress-code tells the tale.

It tells how concert coat-tails serve to veil
The culture-cringe, the busker’s debt he owes.
Beneath it all the shame of lives for sale.

Best rate him on a social-climbing scale
Where class-to-spare is all the notes disclose:
That star conductor’s dress-code tells the tale.

Then listen as self-doubt comes to assail
The maestro, like the manager, and shows
Beneath it all the shame of lives for sale:
That star conductor’s dress-code tells the tale.

 




































Splinter

The splinter in your eye is the best magnifying-glass.

							‘Dwarf Fruit’

It's truth's distorted form they magnify.
No shard so small it leaves the optic clear.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

Your views are error-prone but truth can't lie;
Sight-lines locate obstructions, far or near.
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Light bends at speed but these it can't get by,
Wave-blockers, mote or beam, that interfere.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

Thought's optics tell us certain laws apply;
No room for pleading 'just my viewpoint' here!
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Trust lenses crazed or cracked to show us why
Things aren't and cannot be as they appear.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

Take your first test-results and then retry
The test with splinter plus good optics gear:
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Those false beliefs you're eager to deny
Have their close analogue in vision's sphere:
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye.

For that's what best enables thought to vie,
Sight-primed, with ideology’s false steer:
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.

Let thought find out where sight-lines went awry
And vision compensate where mind-tracks veer.
A gift, those splinters lodged in the mind's eye;
It's truth's distorted form they magnify.




































Beasts

The possibility of pogroms is decided in the moment when the gaze of a fatally wounded animal falls on a human being. The defiance with which he repels this gaze – ‘after all, it’s only an animal’ – reappears irresistibly in cruelties done to human beings, the perpetrators having again and again to reassure themselves that it is ‘only an animal’, because they could never fully believe this even of animals.

‘People are looking at you’

As with every bottomless gaze, as with the eyes of the other, the gaze called ‘animal’ offers to my sight the abyssal limit of the human: the inhuman or the ahuman, the ends of man, that is to say, the border-crossing from which vantage man dares to announce himself to himself, thereby calling himself by the name that he believes he gives himself.
		Jacques Derrida, The Animal that Therefore I Am, trans. David Wills

Eyes meet, the hunter tenses, lifts his gun,
Aligns them, sight and prey, then quietly waits
For it, the animal, to turn and run
Before he fires, while, as he hesitates,
The creature stirs, then freezes, and creates,
Between them, a complicity where fear
Of death pre-empts the shot and so negates
Both hunter’s ego in its sovereign sphere
And victim’s’s turn-tail drive to get well clear.

And yet he’ll fire, put paid to that brief spell
Of eye-locked indecision, shoot and bring
His target down, remembering where it fell
But not, or not for long, the living thing
That held his eye in mute soliciting,
Required he register its stricken gaze,
And feel how predator and prey, like king
And beast, link solitudes as death betrays
The lie that lasted out their mortal days.

It’s where all violence starts, all pogroms find
Their primal scene and constant alibi,
That moment when the bonds of creature-kind
Are ruptured yet affirmed, when any tie
Between them, man and beast brought eye-to-eye,
Becomes the atavistic blood-lust stirred
Each time the hunter’s gaze says ‘plea declined’,
The prisoner’s call for justice goes unheard,
Or some death-squad commandant gives the word.

See how the species-shutter blanks all trace
Of common creature-hood, how Nimrod’s heir
Puts suchlike feelings firmly in their place,
Assigns to childish minds the human care
For sentient animals, and bids we share
With them, our brave precursors, the same will
To have no false compunction spring the snare
But let brute instinct first find blood to spill
Then, manhood proved, be in at every kill.

Both parties, prey and predator, may blink,
And with good reason, though it’s ‘who blinks first’
That most concerns the hunter keen to think
His steady gaze the mastery rehearsed
By killers through the ages, while the worst
Of end-life scenes for his fixated prey
Is witnessing the mortal hatred nursed
By those whose blood-lust finds no other way
To slake its need than this poor passion-play.

Re-run the scene, have human victim take
The place of cornered animal, and then
Don’t simply state the difference it must make
But ask: what chance he’ll act upon it when
That cold, unblinking gaze is turned on men,
On Jews or Palestinians, and required,
As endgame grips both parties yet again,
To stare them rigid till the shot is fired
And yields up the catharsis long desired.

‘Our hunting fathers’, Auden says, would shoot,
Fish, spear or trophy-hunt yet think ‘how sad
The animal condition; trusty brute,
That dog, the cleverest one I ever had,
And such a good companion’ – but then add
‘So cruel of nature, such a rotten deal
They got, those poor old animals – too bad
Their want of reason means that all they feel
Are instinct’s promptings, duly brought to heel’.

The Aesop twist: it’s human swine alone
We label ‘beast’, not critters such as these,
When there’s some horrid deed that we’d disown
By negative projection, or appease
Our guilty consciences by the old wheeze
Of shifting blame to any victim weak
Or biddable enough to show that he’s
The ideal surrogate, just what we seek,
Us higher types who reason, think, and speak.

‘Only an animal’: the knifeman stares
Unseeing at the beast, the beast stares back
Unknowing as its butcher now prepares
To add one further carcass to the stack
While, in the killing fields, some other lack
Of common looks or language goes to prime
The executioner, or squads who hack
Their way through remnant scruples till the time
When killing seems a duty, not a crime.

It’s settled when the wounded prey lets fall
Its desolate gaze on him, this man who zaps
Live creatures just for fun, or treats it all
(The hunt or pogrom) as a minor lapse
From customary norms, or empties traps
By tearing legs, and then adopts the ruse
(One strongly favoured by those shooting chaps)
Of bidding us and them remember whose
The power to say who flees and who pursues.

You say I trivialise mass-murder, treat
The deaths of human beings on a par
With creatures killed on any hunter’s beat,
Or view such actions, lethal though they are,
As if they equalled evils greater far,
Like that which seized the German soul and sent
Me into exile under a dark star,
Cursing the Nazi butchers as I went,
While millions stayed for lives too quickly spent.

I say: the road to barbarism starts
In that primordial hunting-scene and lies
Through every zone the killing-manual charts,
First when the hunter’s drawn to humanize
His prey by that entanglement of eyes,
Then as he fails to credit what he wills
Himself to make-believe: ‘no creature dies
The death we humans do, and he who spills
Non-human blood is guiltless when he kills’.

For then it’s no great distance to the plea
Of every camp-guard and the common creed
Of all who seek a moral amnesty
For deaths inflicted on some lesser breed,
Some ‘animal’ or ‘beast’ whose nature freed
Those guardians of the human to proclaim
Its killing justified beyond all need
For moral retribution, since the blame
Lay squarely with usurpers of that name.

And I say more: they keep a secret tryst,
The huntsman and the commandant, a pact
Of Übermenschen out to rule by fist,
Knife, gun or other means and so exact
The homage due, the high estate they lacked
For want of attributes that might hold good
Against the victims’ plea that they subtract
The toll in body-bags, then see what stood
In witness to their human brotherhood.

Glimpses

Tenderness between people is nothing other than awareness of the possibility of relations without purpose, a solace still glimpsed by those embroiled in purposes; a legacy of old privileges promising a privilege-free condition.

Just as nowadays house-walls are cast in one piece, so the mortar between people is replaced by the pressure holding them together.

							‘Struwwelpeter’

Sometimes we glimpse it, though the times are rare.
What tenderness but tendered interest-free?
No love or trust with reckonings yet to square.
Sometimes we glimpse it, though the times are rare.
Mostly the plaint: ‘please show me that you care!’.
All love-vows come complete with guarantee.
Sometimes we glimpse it, though the times are rare.
What tenderness but tendered interest-free?

The better sort once knew themselves set fair:
‘Hold nothing back, be all-in-all to me!’
Each cried, and meant: since each retained a share
The better sort once knew themselves set fair.
A happy state: show all the bourgeois flair
For winning deals but save the broker’s fee.
The better sort once knew themselves set fair:
‘Hold nothing back, be all-in-all to me!’.

It answered every canny lover’s prayer,
That one-time privilege of the bourgeoisie.
When both had cash and privilege to spare
It answered every canny lover’s prayer!
They’d say, and truly, ‘Nothing to declare!’,
Since each brought up to shake the money-tree.
It answered every canny lover’s prayer,
That one-time privilege of the bourgeoisie.

Sordid, we say, but how do we compare?
No longer ours, that last expiring plea
That loving-kindness have a home elsewhere.
Sordid, we say, but how do we compare?
If those old bourgeois types walked head-in-air
Then, unlike us, they bent no servile knee.
Sordid, we say, but how do we compare?
No longer ours, that last expiring plea.

New type: post-bourgeois self-made millionaire,
Still nouveau-riche, still aping the grandee.
Look on his works, ye milords, and despair!
New type: post-bourgeois self-made millionaire,
No tendresse when he quits his business-lair,
No vows intact: none happier than he!
New type: post-bourgeois self-made millionaire,
Still nouveau-riche, still aping the grandee.

What dwindling hopes these late imposters bear!
Dad fixed the lock but now they’ve lost the key
And count their paltry blessings solitaire.
What dwindling hopes these late imposters bear!
The hard truth is there’s nothing else we dare
Hang on to, we last-hopers who’ll agree:
What dwindling hopes these late imposters bear!
Dad fixed the lock but now they’ve lost the key.

They cleaned up, left no pledge we might forswear.
Though our house stands it’s gimcrack joinery,
Less fit for love than some quick-fix affair.
They cleaned up, left no pledge we might forswear,
Those bourgeois, once they’d made the most of their
Big chance in that great sex-and-money spree.
They cleaned up, left no pledge we might forswear;
Though our house stands it’s gimcrack joinery.

Houses and love – both show the wear-and-tear;
They hid the signs but now it’s plain to see,
Much smartened up but now beyond repair.
Houses and love – both show the wear-and-tear,
The crumbling pile, the thrice-wed son-and-heir,
The fortune lost, the ruined pedigree.
Houses and love – both show the wear-and-tear;
They hid the signs but now it’s plain to see.

Those bourgeois decencies hung by a hair;
We mime them as we pick through the debris
And bat off stray mémoires involontaires.
Those bourgeois decencies hung by a hair,
As if to say ‘You profligates, beware
The thought: we’re just their bastard progeny!’.
Those bourgeois decencies hung by a hair;
We mime them as we pick through the debris.



























Truth and Happiness 

True thoughts are those alone which do not understand themselves.

Love you will find only where you may show yourself weak without provoking strength.
							‘Monograms’

To happiness the same applies as to truth: one does not have it, but is in it. Indeed, happiness is nothing other than being encompassed, an after-image of the original shelter within the mother.
‘Second Harvest’

1

It’s truth that understanding falsifies
By holding firm to some fixed master-thought,
Denouncing error like a thief who flies
The scene yet turns state’s evidence when caught.

Frame concepts as you may, they’re under-size
And leak truth-content till the thinker’s brought
To test what comes of thinking otherwise,
Of stretching dialectics live and taut.

The concept-master warns, ‘Beware the spies,
There’s harm afoot, stay watchful, clear the court!’,
While dialectics ventures to advise
‘Stay tuned, keep moving, jump the juggernaut!’.

For there’s no understanding that applies,
No concept that fits content as it ought
Where truth can figure only in the guise
Of what’s squeezed out, distended, or cut short.

Who says ‘I know the truth’ is one who tries
To fob us off with untruths of the sort
That monologic fails to recognize
Since else its master-plan would self-abort.

Who says ‘There is a truth’, yet quickly shies
From stating it – from tipping its full quart
Into thought’s puny pint-pot – snaps the ties
That hold us anchored fast in falsehood’s port.

Give ear to Blake: eternity’s sunrise
Is where they live whose aphorisms thwart
The Owl of Minerva who’d analyze
What keeps its dawn so dark and error-fraught.
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So too with happiness, likewise a state
Of perfect truth-relatedness you bear
To life or love, yet cannot estimate
How much falls to your own or fortune's share.

Again, reflection always comes too late,
Strikes après-coup, bids consciousness beware
How its insensate meddling may negate
The happiness that once dawned briefly there.

Say, if you like, we thinkers meditate
How best to steer just wide of Descartes' snare,
Let cogito rest easy, and create
A space for thoughts beyond its spotlight glare.

Or say: the thinking-cap had better wait
Till happiness seeks out a place elsewhere,
A place where it can quietly contemplate,
Not fully grasp, how everything's set fair.

Check pleasure-quotients at the standard rate,
Not zones of happiness, since they're
Not intervals that simply aggregate
But moments out of time, beyond compare.

Bourgeois ideologues may talk of fate,
The lucky break, the moment rich and rare,
A fate benign in kind (though they placate
The bourgeois gods by adding woes to spare).

Twixt bliss and thoughts of bliss we alternate,
We prying housemaids, taking every care
Lest happiness exceed its use-by date
And thought give notice: 'nothing to declare'.
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It's where thought meets a limit-point, where those
Thought-tantalizers, truth and happiness,
Demand it draws reflection to a close
And risks one let-down denouement the less.

It's how contentment happens, how it goes,
How stray thoughts find stray moments they can bless,
Not thoughts pursued with fixed intent to pose
The question: how conceive such pure largesse?

No 'state of mind' or 'mood' this thing bestows,
This happiness some gesture may express
Or fleeting tone of voice that no-one knows
Quite how, as knowing goes, to repossess.

The gap's an existential one and grows
The more as each new let-down brings distress,
Or each precipitous descent to prose
From lyric heights now lost with no redress.

The notion of things falling out just so's
A large part of it, sanguine types profess,
Though casting back a warm romantic glow's
What underwrites its Hollywood success.

That frown of puzzlement is where it shows,
The meditator’s quickening shift of stress
From pure beatitude, lest thinking slows
To zero-point, then starts to retrogress.

What they so fear is just what 'happy' owes
To 'happen’; how chance vistas iridesce,
Still points emerge amidst chaotic flows,
Or truths negated yield a hard-won yes.
































Poetry and Thought: a dialogue

It is part of the technique of writing to be able to discard ideas, even fertile ones, if the construction demands it.

If a dialectician . . . marked the turning-point of his advancing ideas by starting with a ‘But’ at each caesura, the literary scheme would give the lie to the unschematic intention of his thought. 

Where thought has opened up one cell of reality, it should, without violence by the subject, penetrate the next. It proves its relationship to the object as soon as other objects crystallize around it. 
								‘Memento’

1

Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause,
Shun hypotaxis, keep the word-count low?
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

Let sentences unfold to mend the flaws
In your first thought of how the thing should go:
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

You yield to social pressure, not the laws
Of valid thought, when you break off mid-flow:
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

All honour to complexity that draws
A bead on truth like a thought-tightened bow:
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

The further thinking ventures out, the more's
Your chance of phrasing it exactly so:
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

How not exaggerate as thought explores
New aspects custom deems scarce apropos?
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

They fight in anti-stupefaction's cause,
Those restless thoughts with second thoughts in tow.
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause.

Else you'll revert to those time-honoured saws
That, with more time for thought, you'd soon outgrow.
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?

Let go the easy reader's quick applause
For texts that save them thinking hard or slow.
It's truth strikes back and gives the thinker pause;
Why let mere prudence have you strike that clause?
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It runs on different lines, thought versified.
Run-ons too frequent blunt the edge of thought.
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

One thought each end-stopped line: too cut-and-dried!
Yet it's line-endings keep the thinking taut.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

Too much enjambment gives an easy ride.
You cross the bar but drift in sight of port.
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

Line-breaks, like margins, may be justified.
Main lesson: keep things snappy, keep them short.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

See how it sparks across the line-divide!
Thought-voltage builds in sentences close-wrought.
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

Thought's charge declines with clauses multiplied.
One more, and the voltmeter drops to naught.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

You say: thought's bounds are thought's to override.
I say: watch out, your quest may self-abort!
Let prosody take thinking well in stride.

What if each clause yields one more place to hide?
Then dialectic's prize is dearly bought.
It runs on different lines, thought versified.

Still dialectics may be kept onside
By lines that link as tightly as they ought,
While prosody takes thinking well in stride
And runs on different lines, thought versified.

























Out of the Pram

Just because he deprives the things with which he plays of their mediated usefulness, he seeks to rescue in them what is benign towards men and not what subserves the exchange relation that equally deforms men and things.

							‘Toy Shop’

They do their thing, their mechanized display.
The pipers pipe, the coachmen drive,
The tightrope walkers make their risky way,
The girls fetch water, divers dive,
And children, watching, clap their hands and say
(Or do we onlookers contrive
To make-believe they do?) how bright and gay
Life is for them, how they arrive
Each time around, perform their short ballet,
Their puppet-moves, and seem to thrive
On the sheer joy of it, not work for pay
Or drudgery of nine-to-five
But every day another holiday,
No endless struggle to survive,
To keep the wolves of capital at bay,
But graceful forms now dancing live!

So we suppose, we adults apt to blend
Our Marx with a nostalgic take
On childhood, one that retrodicts an end
To that enchanted time, a break
With all things joyous when the shades descend
And things once prized for their own sake,
Like toys, are now discovered to depend
On work to ease the deeper ache
Of hunger unappeased, of hours you spend
In weary toil, of days you wake
To yet more of the same, and how you bend
Your every sinew just to make
Ends meet while the life-changing dividend
That should be yours goes to the snake
In Eden, toy-dream spoiler, city friend
Whose profit swallows your life-stake.

And so it goes, the standard Marxist line
On exchange-value as the root
Of all iniquities, with which combine – 
As it goes here – a child recruit
To represent the time when all was fine,
When things were value-tracked to suit
Their usefulness, and no percentage sign
Yet marked the quantity of loot
Drawn off as surplus value. Hence the shine
Accrued to playthings once we mute
The voice of sweated labour, or resign
That childhood world and substitute
The rituals fit for capital's high shrine,
The toys-turned fetishes, things cute,
Not magical, and all the Byzantine
Complexities Marx would impute
To the commodity, made near-divine
By each fantastic attribute.

The kids are smarter, not entirely sold
On playing dumb, typecast as blest
With a know-nothing role in the tale told
By Marx, his wake-up call addressed
To folk less innocent since pre-enrolled
In a hard school, folk long oppressed
By capital, hopes shattered, lives on hold,
Yet also, for that reason, knowing best
How a quite different story might unfold,
One where the put-upon can wrest
Power back from those who up to now controlled
Their every life-chance, since the test
Comes when class-lessons, got by heart of old
(‘Read, learn and inwardly digest’)
With Marx’s help, say to them: break the mold,
Leave no class-grievance unredressed.

Somehow the child knows this, and knows it well;
Perceives enough to think or feel
‘These marionettes give notice of a hell-
On-earth they must as yet conceal
From little me, in my protective shell
Of infancy, but must reveal
Before too long when toys and puppets spell
The truth out plain. ‘It’s our appeal
To your humanity insists you dwell
On all that makes your lives unreal,
Reduces social ties to buy-and-sell,
Rates toy-shops for the cheapest deal
In town, and leaves us kids alone to tell
You this home truth: no chance you’ll heal
The class-wound or ring capital’s death-knell
Unless, in our Marionettenspiel,
You see reflected everything that fell
Beneath commodity’s dark privy seal.





















Negatives

He who wishes to know the truth about life in its immediacy must scrutinize its estranged form, the objective powers that determine individual existence even in its most hidden recesses.		                
‘Dedication’

He who is not malign does not live serenely but with a peculiarly chaste hardness and intolerance. Lacking appropriate objects, his love can scarcely express itself except by hatred for the inappropriate, in which admittedly he comes to resemble what he hates. The bourgeois, however, is tolerant. His love of people as they are stems from his hatred of what they might be.
							‘Final Serenity’

Why think – you good-news bearers – why on earth
Think everything's predestined to transpire
As reason has it, plus your tuppence-worth
Of bright-side twittering bred of heart's desire,
When all the signs instruct us there's a dearth
Of negatives, a stink of minds for hire,
About your always heralding the birth
Of brave new worlds although the times are dire.

O progeny of Hegel, think before
You hitch your case to that delusive star,
That dialectic primed to fix the score,
Ensure that positives prevail and bar
All thought of negatives, of what's in store
Unless we face the worst and force ajar
The rusty-hinged, the barely outlined door
To what-might-be, shut tight by how-things-are.

It's hopes misplaced that send our lives awry,
False optimism put about by those
With most to gain that has us magnify
The signs of progress, thinking they disclose
The kind of future bliss long peddled by
The culture-industry to all who chose,
Or swallowed outright, its pie-in-the-sky
Fake substitute that led them by the nose.

Try telling them 'It kills your every chance
Of genuine happiness, that mindless pap',
And they'll have answers worked out in advance
By corporate taste-purveyors keen to slap
Down any challenge to their high finance,
Their hefty stake in any means to sap
Our mental powers by having cheap romance
And wish-projection stuff the thinking-gap.

'Relentless negativity': they bring
The same old charge against me, but it flies 
Back like a boomerang since everything
They say confirms my negative surmise,
My case that it's those sanguine types who cling
Most tightly to their positives who'll rise
To any bait the culture-mongers fling
Before them as the losers’ booby-prize.

For only if we think against the lure
Of those false tidings can we hope to gain
Some leverage, some fulcrum-point secure
Enough to take the torsion-bearing strain,
Unleash the negative, and so ensure
Truths glimpsed aslant, perceived against the grain,
Not offered falsely as a total cure
For false totality, the thinker’s bane.

No prizes for those constantly impelled,
Like me, to seek out flaws, to tap the wheels
Of thought's great locomotive, find what held
The thing on track though every test reveals
Another crack, another system felled
By bad fits, poor materials, sloppy seals,
Or some years-long unnoticed faulty weld
Ignored as thought pursued its high ideals.

Some special positives there are that get
Beneath my guard, disarm the critic, take
Me decades back – like favourite poems set
By Brahms, each one a Proustian keepsake
Of childhood scenes and memories that let
Me, bourgeois as I am, enjoy the ache
Of guilty longing for a past as yet
Untouched by culture's all-corrupting stake.

But then I think: how keep it up, that last-
Ditch alibi of every bourgeois soul,
That spirit-sanctum barricaded fast,
Like bourgeois households, lest its social role
As private-property enforcer cast
An undeceiving spotlight on the whole
Domestic scene that Kierkegaard once passed
Off, comically, as spirit's aureole.

Yet there’s a point where dialectic hits
The limit of negation’s power to strip 
Soul’s vestiges away, where thinking quits
That endlessly renewed attempt to clip
Hope’s flimsy wings, and where the force of its
Unstinting pessimism may just tip
The scales so thought’s long sojourn in the pits
Can find new strength to give despair the slip.

You’ll say: ‘it’s just a cop-out, that retreat
From your fixed rule so zealously pursued,
If thereby bound to end in self-defeat,
To the idea that thinking should conclude
Its via negativa on Hope Street,
Relying on a momentary mood
Of chance nostalgic uplift to unseat
Negation for some fake beatitude’.

I say: without that promesse de bonheur,
That fleeting glimpse of what life yet might be
In what our own life-memories confer,
We’d have no means at hand for thought to free
Itself from hope’s unresting saboteur,
The negative that stifles every plea
For thinking-space by dint of force majeure
And locks it down with hindsight’s master-key.

No contradiction here despite what they,
My critics, deem a case of double-think,
With ‘negative’ used mostly to convey
How thought dismantles falsehoods, link by link,
But then – just now! – with reference to the way
That capital and culture join to sink,
By serially negating, every stray
Redemptive impulse as life-prospects shrink.

It’s bad faith pure and simple on their part,
That motivated failure to conceive
How taking thought may lead to taking heart,
How untruth’s negative inversions leave
A lasting mark, and how life-changes start
With some snagged thread in error’s subtle weave
Which, as it yields to nay’s yet subtler art,
Shows truths no good-news bearer could retrieve.

















Life-Schooling

In a real sense, I ought to be able to deduce Fascism from the memories of my childhood. As a conqueror dispatches envoys to the remotest provinces, Fascism had sent its advance guard there long before it marched in . . . . Now that they [my schoolfellows], officials and recruits, have stepped visibly out of my dream and dispossessed me of my past life and my language, I no longer need to dream of them. In Fascism the nightmare of childhood has come true.

							 ‘The Bad Comrade’

1

The horrors go far back, right back to school. 
For years I dreamt of them, and now they're real
Once more; no Nazi commandant more cruel,
No psychic wound that time's so slow to heal.

Stage pogroms in your playground, that's the rule;
Start there, then make the adult victims squeal,
Or – failing that – inflict by ridicule
The sharpest mental torments they can feel.

I ran the action replay, spool by spool,
And told myself: no justice, no appeal
To some superior moral court where you'll
See them sent down to pay for your raw deal.

Fat chance: they're fish from the same stinking pool,
The kids, the squads, the guys who made you kneel
To their vile taunts, and you the victim who'll
Forever feel the twist of their iron heel.
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Those classmates often had the sorts of name
That rang old Norse or Wagner – Horst, Siegfried,
Friedolin, Jürgen, Eckhardt – so you came
To feel your victim status god-decreed.

Always the underdog, the one to blame,
Whether for want of valued skills like speed,
Agility or strength (just choose your game)
Or being good at those things they've agreed

Are signs of decadence or marks of shame,
Like speaking well about the books you’ve read,
Your love of music, or the way you frame
Long, complex sentences that far exceed

Their doltish grasp. Just ten years on, the same
Illiterate louts were those the Fuehrer freed
To drop such low-grade squabbles and now aim
At wholesale slaughter as their highest creed.
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Some shrewder victim-types there were who tried
To get along by doing stuff to please
Teachers and parents, such as skills applied
To art or woodwork projects, though for these

Poor heirs of that old native German pride
In things well-made no stock of expertise
Could help to get their talents back onside
With boys who'd bash their brains out on a wheeze.

Another bunch would constantly deride
The teachers, interrupt each lesson, seize
Their chance to conjure chaos, then be spied
Carousing with those teachers, now at ease

With state authority since closely tied
To its brute exercise, to what decrees
Them its star students, henceforth qualified
To play Dionysius to their Damocles.
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They step out daily now, from every raw-
Nerved childhood dream into the waking hell
Of life-in-exile, life that's all the more
Tormenting when you read the signs that tell

How home-grown US fascists know the score
And hang on, like my class-mates, till the spell
Of some mob-orator deprives all law
Save his and theirs of all power to compel

Where conscience fails. So nations stand in awe
Of fools whose reign of terror rose and fell
With each boy’s passage through the class-room door
Or homeward journey signaled by the bell

That told us, falsely, how we might yet draw
Sufficient comfort from that prison-cell,
The bourgeois family, or just ignore
Those threats so long as our home life went well.
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For if I've learned one lesson, taken in
From school-days down, it's not to fancy there's
Some world elsewhere, a realm of kith and kin,
Of restful sleep, a private realm one shares

With others likewise sheltered from life's twin
Afflictions, those 'political affairs'
That keep intruding and the 'world within'
That treats its dreamers to the worst nightmares

Of history relived. They'd best begin
By figuring out what happened unawares
And early on for us whose only sin
Was then to come of age when thinking bears

Such paralyzing strains, when any win
For prudence is a triumph that prepares
For moral infamy, and when the spin
On its dark tale is such that hope despairs.
































Hegel and the Robot-Bombs

Had Hegel’s philosophy of history embraced this age, Hitler’s robot-bombs would have found their place beside the early death of Alexander and similar images, as one of the selected empirical facts by which the state of the world-spirit manifests itself directly in symbols . . . . ‘I have seen the world spirit’, not on horseback, but on wings and without a head, and that refutes, at the same stroke, Hegel’s philosophy of history.
						‘Out of the Firing-Line’

1

Acephalous, the robot-bomb pursues
A course predestined, bang on target, sent
Careering blindly as our instrument
Of choice if it's apocalypse we choose.

The Zeitgeist's gone long ways around and spent
Whole epochs seeking out new ways to use
Its hidden hand and turn the techno-screws
On any counter-plan we might invent.

The Hegel yarn had world-historic news
And big ideas as back-up, stuff that lent
Some credence to its 'onward, upward' bent
With just the odd step backwards to excuse.

Then came the bombs and talk of ‘progress’ went
Clean off the tracks, along with every ruse
In reason's book that told us: don't ask who's
In line for their next shattering descent.

Let's have the dialectic pay its dues
To hopes negated and the discontent
Of optimists who live on to repent
Their making light of history's j'accuse.

Let's not deny they're truly excellent,
Those robot-bombs, if what you have in view’s
The lethal kind of progress that accrues
From techno-warriors in their element.

For then it’s every human scale you lose,
Or every impulse that might orient
Your feelings in a mode more sentient
Of what it means to stand in others’ shoes.
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V1s and V2s in their mad career.
Projectiles dead on course yet flying blind,
Are supplements to Hegel that remind
The chronicler how world-events may veer

Far wide of reason’s governance and find
How prone the skittish Zeitgeist is to jeer
At all its sage predictions or to steer
A course that leaves all compass-points behind.

Like youthful Alexander on his bier,
Fate’s victim shorn of triumphs pre-assigned
By destiny, so too these missiles bind
Their victims tight within a techno-sphere

Where expertise and idiocy unwind
The mock-prophetic threads that tell us we’re
What’s left as mind and sentience disappear
And the bombs fall, robotically aligned.

I’ve seen the new world-spirit and it’s sheer
Stupidity, a symbol of the kind
That Hegel’s loyal retainers long declined
Since apt to throw their systems out of gear,

To have the dialectic crash and grind
On negatives now massed at thought’s frontier
And forcing it hard up against the fear
Of all those thought-disablers that entwined

Its stumbling steps. The robot-bombs say: here
You see what’s come of it, what we divined
Way back when first your wits and skills combined
To bring him forth: the laughing bombardier.

































‘Life Within’: a Proustian caution

The pronouncement, probably by Jean Paul, that memories are the only possessions which no-one can take from us, belongs in the storehouse of impotently sentimental consolations that the subject, resignedly withdrawing into inwardness, would like to believe the very fulfilment that he has given up . . . . Past inner life is turned into furniture just as, conversely, every Biedermeier piece was memory made wood.

							‘All the little flowers’

The little flowers are withered, leaves and all!
No memory so fond that time’s assay
Won’t falsify the wishful thought Jean Paul
(If he it was) advised we stow away
As spirit-charms against the evil day
Of love grown cold, of passions vainly spent,
And each new witness to the slow decay
Of every once ‘time-hallowed’ sentiment
Now time-condemned to mock the hopes it lent.

The hopers think they’re always there on call,
Those memories, perfect keepsakes we can lay
Up inwardly, not fearing they might fall
Into bad hands or, should we once betray
Their whereabouts, leave nothing to defray
The cost to us of all they represent
Of worldly goods and whatsoever’s prey
To fortune’s frown, the robber’s fell intent,
Or other ills we’re powerless to prevent.

Nice thought, the haven memory, but despair’s
The likeliest upshot if you take that line
Of comfort-talk, convince yourself that there’s
Some inner crypt, some unmolested shrine
Of selfhood where remembrances combine
To ward off every retroactive threat
That might, years on, strike down or redefine
The very self whose long outstanding debt
To time and chance then proves a loser’s bet.
That’s why your sentimentalist buys shares
In Proust and Bergson Inc, or opts to sign
The memory-banker’s pledge (though unawares
Till tune or madeleine lift him to cloud nine)
That, by remembrance, he’ll restore the shine
To those bright spots of time, or re-beget – 
As life’s next swig of vintage Summer wine – 
The ties of unwilled harking-back that let
Those spots stand out in soft-edged silhouette.

Memoir involontaire – the very phrase
Reveals what’s wrong with it, how memory’s stock
Of blessings may at some point self-erase
Or yield before the anamnestic shock
That comes of being constantly in hock
To time, chance, histoire événementielle,
And all the hazards that require we clock
No memory sealed or settled lest it jell
In haunted realms where thinking fears to dwell.

Corollary: no recollection stays
The course intact when future happenings knock
Your vita ante acta out-of-phase,
Or holds the line when farce arrives to mock
Your tragic scenes along with all the schlock
Of cherished moments, life-events whose spell,
Works après-coup to summon up, not block,
The counter-tale those demons have to tell
Who scour past heavens for a glimpse of hell.

Your mental furniture, your Biedermeier
Interiors, your own-most private space – 
Look closely, and perceive how that desire
For inwardness displays more than a trace
Of bourgeois domesticity, a case
(Think Kierkegaard) of spirit finding its
Most properly authentic resting-place
Deep indoors where such privacy befits
The guest who’s ushered in, the host who sits.

For there’s the nub: have memory aspire
To constitute some inward state of grace,
Some realm apart, and yet it will acquire,
Like all such goods, an exchange value base
As that of trophies should new hands efface
Past winners’ names and dates. So thinking quits
The precinct of remembrance for the chase
Of recollections now scratch-built from kits
That rig them loose for the next memory-blitz.

The worst of it: that what brings greatest bliss,
The thought of love’s perdurance, may be just
What most provokes remembrance to dehisce,
To ripen, reach fruition-point, then thrust
Some alien graft on us, some breach of trust
With all that let us make-believe the ties
Of memory were the same that sutured lust
To love, or then to now, as thinking buys
When tenseless truths parade in temporal guise.

But that won’t work: no memory-rule says ‘this
Undoubtedly took place’, as if to dust
The counterfactuals down and show they miss
The mark, just get it wrong, since memory must
Be factive, go for truth; else go for bust,
Let fancy loose, and have us realise – 
As Nietzsche taught – that fictive tales encrust
Our memory-talk and every truth-claim flies
A route waylaid by fanciful surmise.

And yet, too easily we take on board
That Nietzschean thought if, by it, we should free
Ourselves to sift back through the memory-hoard
For fresh trouvailles when some chance shift of key
Brings grievous harm, like waking suddenly
And, on the instant, giving voice to what
Was scarcely thought or meant yet proved to be
The word that pulled the thread, undid the knot,
And retro-cancelled decades on the spot. 

It’s this that Proust’s blithe adepts have ignored,
This dark side of the memory-hopper’s spree
Through time and space, the twist that had him floored
When, in her slightest gesture, he could see
The evidence of love’s reality
Now slipping from his grasp, the romance plot
Turned bedroom farce, and every sign that she
Now felt it too, the backward-creeping rot
As love, trust, past, and future went to pot.

Those Proustian-Bergsonians always seem
To shut it out, the thought that any past
Event some present memory might redeem
From Lethe’s flood could vanish just as fast
If swept away by its next counterblast,
The pent-up seismic wave that barrels back
To leave the life-wrecked travellers both aghast
At time’s dead punctual yet untimely knack
For throwing human time-scales off the track.

Those hints of nightmare in a waking dream
May prove unwished-for souvenirs at last,
All-weather variants on a pastoral theme
Whose uplands, memory-blest then overcast,
Give notice how redemption may contrast
With its infernal opposite yet lack,
As skies occlude, all solace for so vast
A contretemps as levers wide the crack
In time that cuts its celebrants no slack.








Snow

In early childhood I saw the first snow-shovellers in thin shabby clothes. Asking about them, I was told they were men without work who were given this job so that they could earn their bread. Then they get what they deserve, having to shovel snow, I cried out in rage, bursting uncontrollably into tears.

							‘Monograms’

Still with me, that first sob of childish rage.
'No other jobs for them, just shovelling snow',
Folk said. 'That's how they earn their daily bread.'
The snow hard-packed, their clothes worn thin, they told
A tale of some far-off yet nearby place
Where justice meant such misery was their due.

No way those explanations could assuage
My screaming-fit, ensure I'd soon outgrow
The 'nervous disposition' that, they said,
Came from 'the mother's side'. So, five years old,
I first surmised: some things you cannot face
Unless with cries of grief – to them stay true!

This too I learned: that if by 'living wage'
They mean the debt of gratitude we owe
For jobs that leave us soul-and-body dead,
Like those snow-shovelers, then the lie we're sold
Is one that turns boss-class to master-race
By way of one adroitly managed coup.

But there's more to it, more to guess or gauge,
About my cry of protest: how a blow
To human dignity must conjure dread
In all sentient observers, how the cold
And damp combined to stress their wretched case,
And – truth to tell – how little we could do,

Us few 'enlightened' types, to turn the page
On suchlike miseries. An added woe,
Half-conscious at the time, was being led
To speak those words that seemingly enrolled
Me on the side of bigots who'd embrace
A code of 'just deserts', as if that crew

Of outcasts hadn't long since passed the stage
Where justice-talk applied. What I now know
For sure I then knew dimly: that well-fed,
Well-educated kids, the sort who hold
Progressive views, may end up in a space
Where words twist sense and logic far askew.

It's half a lifetime's thinking they presage,
Those image-stricken words of mine that show
What demons loom when some unyielding thread
Of dialectic has me seem to scold
Or catechise lest I be caught off-base
By strikes and impulses I can't think through.

Sometimes I feel my thought's become a cage
Where passions pace, like tigers, to-and-fro,
Their eyes ablaze with anger pity-bred
For sufferings multiplied a million-fold
By capital's long drive to clear all trace
Of shared humanity from human view.













Pastoral-Perverse

This is the circle of bourgeois nostalgia for naivety. The soullessness of those in the margins of civilization, forbidden self-determination by daily need, at once appealing and tormenting, becomes a phantasm of soul to the well-provided-for . . . . So the expression called human is precisely that of the eyes closest to those of the animal, the creaturely ones, remote from the reflection of the self. At the last, soul itself is the longing of the soulless for redemption.

							‘Princess Lizard’

The Mignon cult: see how those writers vie
To hit it off, the soulful lack of soul,
The ‘interesting child’, the waif whose role,
Unknowing, is to stand as alibi
For their own soullessness and satisfy
Their saviour-complex each time they extol
Her artless nature, beauty, and the whole
Self-serving bag of tricks by which they try
To justify their lives. Not hard to spot
As one more variant of the pastoral mode
Where courtiers envy swains their rustic lot,
Where bookish poets dedicate an ode
To buxom milkmaids, and where every plot
Has dukedoms squandered for one kiss bestowed.

It’s why the womanly ideal they dream
Is childish, poor, naïve, ill-treated, dressed
In rags (though truly princess-like), and blest
With inner beauty, soul-less though she seem,
Through surfacing so often as the theme
Of all those writers’ phantasmatic quest
For what might answer wishes long repressed,
Like conjuring some new victim to redeem
From her near-zombie plight. Then it’s not far
From Mignon to de Sade’s much put-upon
Justine, his tortured heroine and star
Of serial trials and torments undergone
To show, for males with sex-lives below par,
What curious joys grace fiction’s love-salon.

‘Unenigmatic Sphynxes’: so he phrased
It, Oscar Wilde, and so they still exert
The depthless glamour, the preconscious flirt,
The Hollywood allure of faces raised,
Of soul-space vacant and expressions glazed
By who knows what deep history of hurt,
Concealed yet shown in every extravert
Screen-gesture, every feeling self-erased
As soon as registered. It’s that same tale
Told by a victim, signifying years
Of outward looks turned inward by each male
Gaze turned on her, that constantly appears
In Mignon’s progeny as all their frail
Defences fall and recollection clears.

Like lizard-princesses they swiftly shed
Old skins and selves, return to haunt the sleep
Of star-struck fans, and so contrive to keep
The few remaining soul-devourers fed
With emanations like the daily bread
Of ghouls lest something truly soul-like creep
Back into those blank faces, something deep
Or pleading new-found licence to be read
In their unsettling gaze. Call it ‘naïve’,
That Galatean cipher of what goes
To constitute a life, and you’ll deceive
Yourself with the same strategy they chose,
Her fans from Goethe down, to make-believe
She’d secrets they, not she, might yet disclose.

It’s love-lost souls alone they long to save,
Or souls long-lost in whose love-emptied eyes
They read the rescue-plea and fantasize
Love’s dawn reflected there, the sign they crave
Since holding out their one last chance to waive
The rule of recognition that applies,
To all in whom the natural-social ties
Of creature-kind, not bonds of master/slave,
Direct life’s way. Your well-fed bourgeois feels
The Mignon sentiment exert its spell
Through some ‘poor soul’ whose abject state appeals
To his uncrying need for who can tell
What consolation, not where his next meal’s
To come from, or what last few rags to sell.

We talk of soul but all we mean’s the plea
To count as such, the creaturely desire
Called ‘human’ that has soulless lives aspire
To love, redemption, or the grace to be,
In someone’s eyes, no more the absentee
Or roving tenant of that space for hire
But a soul in good standing who’d require,
Though gently, a new willingness to see
Their likeness given back. Think where you last
Saw such deep blankness, Mignon-like, combined
With such mute eloquence of eyes downcast
And, chances are, you’ll then be put in mind
Of how we anxious humanoids hold fast
To species categories as laws of kind.

It’s what they came to doubt at last, those few
Unsentimental types who one day saw
A soul or half-soul gazing back when, paw
In hand or eye to eye, they simply knew
Their dog a person, type non-human, due
The sorts of treatment any moral law
Must properly enjoin should we re-draw
The species-line, not have self-interest skew
Our compasses. Yet true North skitters when
The lead-roles change and focus quickly shifts
To Mignon, lizard-princess, working men
Laid off, and starving kids as our man gifts
Those ‘poor’ or ‘interesting’ souls his yen
For all that yields a daily spirit-lift.



Exile and Writing

For a man who no longer has a homeland, writing becomes a place to live. In it he inevitably produces, as his family once did, refuse and lumber. But now he lacks a store-room, and it is hard in any case to part from left-overs. So he pushes them along in front of him, in danger finally of filling his pages with them.

								‘Memento’

No home but in my writing: such the fate
Of exiles, those like me whose works and days
Find habitation only as they dwell,
Though fleetingly, on the dense palimpsest
Of journals, essays, notes and endless screed
That forms their autograph and alibi.

It's order and disorder they create,
The comfort felt in some familiar phrase,
Some passage, trope, or thought that's served you well – 
An easy chair – and alien thoughts that test
Whatever homing instinct you might plead
As grounds to give this or that place a try.

It soon piles up, the exiled writer's freight
Pushed on ahead of you, the stake you raise
To fix your mental motor-home and tell
How one cursed life produced an outcome blest
By writing's gift: survival henceforth freed
From the spell cast by history's evil eye.

Yet there's the catch, your thinking it's a state
Of mind, that gift, so bravely out-of-phase
With these bad times that it can lift the spell
By saying: 'think and write, that's how you’ll best
Redeem your life of exile when they read
Those thoughts beyond time's power to falsify'.

For that’s an ersatz refuge you create,
A lumber-room of scrap-books, dossiers,
Discarded drafts, and ancient files that swell
With ever more life-fragments, self-addressed
From postal zones where exiled scribblers lead
Dead lives as their dead letters multiply.

Let's not deny there's things that compensate,
Like the knife-edge intelligence that stays
On red alert for some faint warning-bell
Or any slightest sign that you, the guest
In a strange land, had better now proceed
With caution and not play the wiser guy.

You see the benefits in every trait
Of texts composed in exile: all the ways
Your style grows taut, your sentences compel
Close reading, and the labour you invest
In each load-bearing phrase betrays the need
To prize your secrets like a twice-turned spy.

No baggage-room on board, no excess weight
Or sentence left to stand if it conveys
No more than various mishaps that befell
The suffering soul concerned – topics of interest,
No doubt, but just the kind that aim to feed
A vulgar taste good writers will deny.

There's something else those stories generate:
The sense that even life-in-exile pays
Its meagre dues to life outside the shell;
That anecdotes of exile, unsuppressed,
May let you feel for once that you've indeed
That much to share beneath a common sky.

Still I insist: let intellect dictate
What proper role such hopeful thinking plays
When you've no choice unless between the hell
Of exile and the hell that sent some West,
Like me, to think and write while it decreed
That others by the million stay and die.

‘In Theory’

Theory must needs deal with cross-grained, opaque, unassimilated material, which as such admittedly has from the start an anachronistic quality, but is not wholly obsolete since it has outwitted the historical dynamic.

‘Bequest’

Sure mark of error if the course of thought
Runs smooth, unruffled, like the Yeatsian dream
Of Ireland’s mythic past until the stream
Grew turbid, stone-disrupted, forced athwart
Its tranquil current by harsh lessons taught
As history seized its moment to redeem
Myth’s promise in real time and turn his theme
From lake-isle reverie to grim report.
So too with theory: surely time to knock
Off all that streamlined cogitation if
The thoughts flow free, run up against no block
To their unswerving, monotonic riff,
And thus require a salutary shock
To keep their concept-joints from growing stiff.

It’s in thought’s swirls and eddies they’ll be caught,
Those clumps of detritus that often seem
A risk to any well-adjusted scheme
Of dialectics, yet may come up fraught,
If scanned aright, with insights of the sort
Vouchsafed us only by the transient gleam
Of shards that many an exegete would deem
Beyond the utmost hope of being brought
To life once more. What’s strikes the avatar
Of Hegel as mere clutter apt to jam
The dialectic’s gears might serve to jar
Slack nerves to good effect, reveal the sham
Of facile syntheses, and show the scar
That history scratched on Hegel’s hologram.

Cross-grained, awry, rebarbative, opaque,
And layered thick with all the bric-a-brac
Of yesteryear dug up by those who lack
The theorist’s scope, the master-thinker’s take
On how events unfold just for the sake
Of reason’s getting safely back on track
With its grand plan to take up any slack,
Make sense of things, and so assert its stake
In Clio’s home domain. Yet what’s to check
That knowledge-drive, that urge to synthesise
Or smooth away rogue detail lest it wreck
Some providential scheme that underlies
And fashions in advance all those et seq
Thought-linkages that pass in history’s guise?

It’s when the dreck churns high that systems quake,
That turbines shudder and tough casings crack,
Just as, when stubborn truths begin to stack
Hard up against choice theories, then the break-
Through comes to those truth-prospectors who shake
The theory off and not from those who back
Some shot-up, splintered airframe till the flack
Bursts close enough to jolt them half-awake.
Anachronism: that’s the kind of jolt
You’d best watch out for if, still half-asleep,
Your inner Hegel rises in revolt
At the mere thought of problems that may creep
Up stealthily until a lightning-bolt
From theory’s deep blue yonder sparks the heap.












Nisi Malum

A newspaper obituary for a businessman once contained the words: ‘The breadth of his conscience vied with the kindness of his heart’. The blunder committed by the bereaved in the elevated language reserved for such purposes, the inadvertent admission that the kind-hearted deceased had lacked a conscience, expedites the funeral procession by the shortest route to the land of truth.

							‘Final Serenity’

‘Full many a gem’ and so forth, but there may
Be epitaphs more truthful there to read
In country churchyards, artless words that plead,
Despite what pious custom has them say,
A case more mute-inglorious, in its way,
Than all those tales of talents gone to seed
Or gifts withdrawn as class or chance decreed
That stirred such feelings in the poet Gray.
Nothing so eloquent, so apt to trip
His well-turned sentiments and placid air
Of bourgeois self-assurance than the slip
Adorno sees: how the encomiast’s care
To craft a seemly epitaph may tip
Posterity the wink through sins laid bare.

You know the type: like Jesus, keen to stay
The accuser’s hand, disposed to intercede
Or pardon the accused lest miscreants bleed
For common faults, or else blame mortal clay
With all its frailties for those sins that may,
In time, turn out the very ones that he’d
Long practised and now hopes might yet be freed
From obloquy or social price to pay.
And you know, too, why he loves every chip
Off the old bourgeois block, each chance to share
The splendid conscience-clearing fellowship
Of those whose secret vices bid them spare
No effort in the cynic’s quest to clip
The good man’s wings: O simple soul, beware!

Meanwhile the good man gets to feel that they,
The all-forgiving cynics, have decreed
That he become the antitype they need,
Wax pious just like them, and so display,
In some vile parody of Judgment Day,
The same sanctimony and zeal to feed
The flames of righteous anger that can lead
To crusades, pogroms, and autos-da-fé.
Small wonder if those worthies sometimes skip,
Like Shakespeare’s Angelo, from virtues rare
Or well-nigh superhuman to the flip-
Side vices that take hold when first their prayer
For God’s aid bounces back and they let rip
With every sin it takes to get things square.

It’s why that epitaph went far astray
Of plain intent yet hit the mark indeed
If read ‘between the lines’, or with due heed
To just how easily misgivings lay
On his capacious conscience, how he’d sway
With every tainted breeze, and with what speed
His business principles were deftly keyed
To each new switch of predator and prey
As profits rose or fell. Should markets dip
Yet he have record income to declare,
Then that famed ‘breadth of conscience’ will equip
The ‘kindness of his heart’ to smile and bear
Whatever twinge of guilt might briefly grip
His half-formed thoughts in its half-open snare.









Winterreise

With deep premonition, Schubert’s romanticism of disillusion, in the cycle at whose centre stand the words ‘I have done with all my dreams’, reserves for the graveyard alone the name of hostel. The fata morgana of the life of idleness has been seized by rigor mortis. Guest and host are as if spellbound.
		
 				‘Chilly Hospitality’

Hold fast to your old dignity, Mine Host!
It’s had its day, the homely restaurant,
Just like the village inn, that one-time haunt
Of rowdy regulars all set to toast
The serving-girl, who likewise made the most
Of every opportunity to flaunt
Her special charms and play the confidante
To male admirers as she carved the roast
And brought their drinks. It lives on when you catch
That faint come-hither sign in chamber-maid
Or waitress, the few moments they can snatch
For human intercourse, a word that played
Its usual game and let both parties hatch
Erotic dreams that jumped their social grade.

Ask what’s become of him, the Maitre d’,
That cuckoo in the bourgeois nest, and learn
How that poor guy lost out at every turn
From host, through manager, to employee
And cast aside the genial skills that he,
In earlier times, might reckon on to earn
A good inn-keeper’s living and not spurn,
As now he must, the low-class company
Of those he works with. From inn to hotel,
Or, plainly put, from hostelry with hint
Of bawdy-house where guests are treated well
To dining-room where waiters do their stint,
Reception-desk with trips and trash to sell,
And every wall defaced by some cheap print.

Consider them, the modern host and guest,
The former brisk, indifferent, over-keen
To sort things out, avoid a tiresome scene,
Or lay some looming contretemps to rest,
The latter nervous, sensing it’s a test
Of will or character played out between
Himself and this hotelier whose mien
Conveys how resolutely unimpressed
He is by such complaints. Yet who’s to blame
The manager if every day brings queues
Of business types who rush to sign their names,
Whose manner tells him ‘Just a place we use
When we’re in town’, who have no sense of shame
For breakfasting in scuffed or dusty shoes.

And should the harried waiter then see fit
To give the blasé diner his advice
On some choice item at a special price
Then, more than likely, he’ll be told to quit
Such knowing ways and not presume to pit
His judgment against theirs. It cuts no ice
With him, their raillery, since looks suffice
To show they’re just the sorts that this two-bit
Hotel would tolerate. So they conspire,
Both parties, served and servers, in the drive
Of capital to make the labourer’s hire
His badge of servitude lest there survive,
Beyond its reach, some flickering desire
For human contact in the lowest dive.

Enter instead the hostess, she whose part
It is to see the guest should have no say
In how things go, that she dictate the way
He walks, his table-choice, how he should start
To eat right now, avoid the à la carte
(More diners queuing up), and not betray
By grimace, twitch or sigh how her display
Outbraved the salesman in him: ‘just look smart
Or join the loser’s club’. Her role confined
To routine welcomes and the daily run
Of bullying other staff plus tasks assigned
For looking smart herself, she’s scarcely one
To conjure jollity or call to mind
How once the job of Gastwirtin was done.

Call me a bourgeois roué, call me worse
Things yet, like leering pervert, but I’ll make
My point again: it dates back to the break
In social-sensual intercourse, the curse
Of spheres decoupled, managements averse
To sex-talk in good company, the fake
Gentility that pictures Hogarth’s rake
In torment the more fervently to nurse
Its own repressed desires. When bourgeois taste
(Or ‘morals’) smashed the ancient bond of inn
And pleasure, its enforcers soon replaced
The kindly ties of creature-loving ‘sin’
With hotel foyers knee-deep in the waste
Of all that ends as working lives begin.

‘The host is not himself today’, or so
The gossip goes amongst the guests, but how
Should they, his fellow-sufferers, raise a brow
When they’re checked in, like him, with naught to go
On save the sense that life and commerce grow
Increasingly apart, that hotels now
Are not like inns of old, and that we bow
To more false gods than goodness would allow,
Did we but know? He’s ‘not himself’ because
Old tavern’s turned new carvery, old pub
Turned wine-bar, and some lately-added clause
Requires that social spaces once the hub
Of shared humanity submit to laws
Drawn up by some exclusive dining-club. 

No music like late Schubert for that sense
Of pleasures past, old hostelries now turned
To chain-hotels, and loves or friendships spurned
For soulless joints where any least pretence
Of human intimacy gives offence,
Just as the Winter traveller’s now learned
To stifle every passion that once burned
In his too-ardent heart and so dispense
With life itself. How not recall his song
‘Das Wirtshaus’ as you sit, as Auden sat,
In some low dive still haunted by the throng
Of absent revellers, then hang your hat
And stay around lest one should come along
To grieve, like you, that vanished habitat.
























Bad Language

How intimately sex and language are intertwined can be seen by reading pornography in a foreign language. The most recondite expressions for the indecent, knowledge of which no school, no parental home, no literary experience transmits, are understood instinctively, just as in childhood the most tangential utterances and observations concerning the sexual crystallize into a true representation.

							‘On parle français’

So far they go beneath, beyond, behind
Our language-territories, so far below
The furthest down we logothetes can go,
That some ‘indecencies’ may bring to mind
A proto-speech where both are intertwined,
The truth of things no grown-up can bestow
On childish guesswork and the inchoate flow
Of sound caught up in passion’s need to find
That wordless truth. Here we approach the zone
Of indistinction, off all language-maps,
Where strangest things seem intimately known,
Though barely grasped, and instinct fills the gaps
With errant speculations of its own
Or beasts let loose by adult language-scraps.

A lexis of a sort, a word-hoard drawn
From sources past remembrance, roots thrust deep
And far back into realms of fretful sleep
As chthonic beings copulate and spawn
Those etymonsters prowling through the porn-
Filled Badlands. Hear their moans of pleasure seep
Through every usage-code set up to keep
Our words secure since that dream-troubled dawn
When speech first stirred! Perhaps it tells you why
The schoolyard, like the bedroom, may resound
To words whose sense no change of native sky
Makes strange, whose import seems to get around
By sheer contagion, and whose sources lie
In psychic realms to no one language bound.

Try reading porn in languages you’re not
At home with and you’ll see: it comes across,
The import of those words; perhaps some loss
Of subtle nuances but catching what
They mean to natives, how they hit the spot
Where sound and sense let eros win the toss
And so convey, without translator’s gloss,
The gist that made their utterance feel hot
Off some uncensored press. They crystallize,
Those meanings, out of all the long repressed
Desires and fears that sex-talk signifies,
From phallic rivalry to mother’s breast,
As if each sense-sonority took rise
From things long latent, now made manifest.

Just listen as the words we call ‘obscene’,
‘Indecent’, or plain ‘vulgar’ bid us lend
A depth-attentive ear, not seek to fend
The demons off or ‘keep the language clean’
But grasp that what it sometimes has us mean
By words is often not what we intend
As child or adult, much less comprehend
In others’ words, but something we may glean,
If lucky, on the sly. The children twig
There’s adult chat involved, pick up the hint
Of matters ‘not for your ears’, but still dig
For hidden gold until they catch a glint
Of what’s perhaps iron pyrites yet big
With that X-rated stuff if viewed asquint.

Don’t think we grown-ups must have come out well
Beyond such childish fancies, fit to draw
A clear-cut line and not the shortest straw,
The one that sometimes has their sayings tell
A different tale: of senses that rebel,
Of words that conjure feelings of mixed awe
And fear or guilt, transgressions that the law
Of adulthood desires yet strives to quell.
They seek us out, those sounds no sooner heard
Than seized on, code unknown, a primal speech 
Yet, like the mystic’s ‘word within a word’
Made flesh by Rabelais, with power to reach
Some elemental part of us unstirred
By all that codes and usage have to teach.


































Worlds: Don Juan 

That Leporello has to complain of meagre diet and shortage of money casts doubt on the existence of Don Juan.
								‘Monograms’

The expressions [of ‘inwardness’]are all taken from war, physical danger, real destruction, but they describe mere processes of reflection, which may indeed have been connected with a fatal outcome in the cases of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, whom the wrestlers are fond of quoting, but certainly not in that of their unsolicited followers, who claim to be at risk.
								‘Wrestling Club’

The desire, through submergence in one’s own individuality, instead of social insight into it, to touch something utterly solid, ultimate being, leads to precisely the false infinity which since Kierkegaard the concept of authenticity has been supposed to exorcise.
								‘Gold Assay’


Leporello

Lets me go hungry while he chases skirt!
Sometimes I think the lack of food and cash
For me, his lackey, means he can’t be real.

Don’t get me wrong: if the Don loves to flirt
With every girl in sight and cut a dash 
To pull them in then I’m not one to squeal.

The finger-waggers talk of ‘just desert’,
Invoke the gaol, the gallows, or the lash,
But me, I think his sins are no big deal.

So please don’t count on me to dish the dirt
Or seize my next good chance to have a bash
At him for wage unpaid or measly meal.

No, it’s not those indignities that hurt
My prickly servant soul but more the flash
Of truth they bring, the absence they reveal.

For how believe the myth, how re-assert
The Don’s magnificence, his right to thrash
The jilted spouse and mock the wife’s appeal?

But for that meanness I’d still bet my shirt
On Juan the legend, Juan the one to trash
Those po-faced keepers of the moral seal.

But now I’m stumped: how could he once exert
So strong a spell, how get me to rehash
Well-tried escape plans lest he face cold steel?

The spell’s dissolved, the magic’s gone inert:
I see it now for what it was, that cache
Of beauties listed with a miser’s zeal!

It’s lesser crimes that sound the myth-alert,
His petty sins, not his desire to stash
Those women broken on his conquest-wheel.


Don Giovanni

You served me, Leporello, served me well.
You lined the girls up, held the husbands back,
Dispersed the lynch-mobs, bribed a cop or two.

The pay was poor but you had tales to tell,
Great tavern-yarns to keep you in the black
And still dine out on when my tale was through.

I thought the time would come when you’d rebel,
Run off, denounce me, but you stayed on track:
No Don Giovanni if it weren’t for you!

OK, you’ll leave me when the mouth of Hell
Gapes wide, but who’d put that down to a slack
Or absent grasp of what it’s right to do?

Yet now you’ve this belated urge to dwell
On my shortcomings, go on the attack,
And stage this most untimely après-coup.

You talk of how my conquests cast a spell,
How it struck you as magical, my knack
Of conjuring endless girls to join the queue.

But then, you say, the Don Juan-legend fell
Apart when you compared your chronic lack
Of funds to my myth-boosted revenue.

Tough luck, but I was never out to sell
That myth to you or that sclerotic pack
Of sex-starved moralists, the Christian crew!

Your advocates will say ‘He came to smell
It out, the Don’s corruption, as the stack
Of sins grew higher, like the payback due’.

Yet all I did, in truth, was sound the knell
Of lies inscribed on every martyr’s plaque
Whose life-hopes died for some false bugaboo.

Those vile inquisitors will strive to quell
All signs of life still struggling through the crack
That love holds open though it twists askew.

And you, my Leporello, who’d repel
All thoughts of our old bond: why take this smack
Not just at me but at us sinners two?

For it’s our myth, our proudly infidel
Crusade, you quit if you prescribe the rack
For all who’d say: love’s truths alone are true!

It’s you and I, old friend, we two who jell
In myth’s deep bond to take the Christian flak
And hold our course whatever ills ensue.

Just think, before you opt to ring the bell
On that liaison, how the zodiac
Of love has stellar regions far from view.


W.A. Mozart to the Don and Leporello

We set you up, the two of you, so why
These pseudo-spats, these tiffs that always close
As we, Da Ponte and I, not you intend?

No chance you’ll send our well-made plot awry
By arguing the odds and mounting shows
Of injured pride for misdeeds you’d defend.

We made it clear: the moral laws apply
On stage or off, no matter how you pose,
My scapegrace Don, as Satan’s bosom-friend.

Last chance for you, that piercing off-stage cry
As statue turned avenger, yet you chose – 
Insensate fool! – damnation in the end.

It’s how we wound things up on such a high,
You dragged off hell-ward in your mortal throes,
Us glad to cash the tragic dividend!

Yet who’ll agree, however hard they try, 
When pious folk maintain it only goes
To show us sinners what dire pains impend?

For Leporello’s right: the Don can’t die
A mythic death if death’s just what he owes
When with God’s laws he’d rashly dare contend.

The high-born Don, the low-life: that was my
Neat plot-scheme for the two of them, but those
Shortcomings in the Don make contrasts blend.

It’s why that flaw, that mean streak, passed me by;
How he led Leporello by the nose
While music vouched us boundless wealth to spend.

They’ll marvel at that final scene, though I
Admit the Don’s parsimony bestows
A truth the music’s hard put to transcend.

Those myths we artists conjure may defy
Our best intent, drag gods to earth, transprose
All the sublimity my art can lend.


Adorno to Kierkegaard (1)

‘The Aesthetic Stage’: so he, the moody Dane,
Saw fit to designate the earliest phase
Of soul’s long trek to genuine inwardness.

What else but Don Giovanni might explain
The young seducer’s tireless quest for ways
Of finding yet more women to possess?

How better show the need to entertain
Oneself with endless novelties, the maze
Of forking paths all marked ‘no fixed address’?

He’d have us think that pleasure-chase a vain
And frivolous distraction, one that plays
With others’ lives, makes light of their distress.

‘Bethink yourself, young fellow, turn again!’,
So Kierkegaard exhorts us, ‘lift your gaze
To God above, find new sins to confess.

Else, like the hell-bent Don, you’ll come to feign
Your every life-event till that malaise
Strikes soul-deep and you’ve God to second-guess.’

Yet what’s that ‘inwardness’ he’d have us train
Our soul-sights on until we reappraise
As abject failure all that spelled success?

And why that gloomy relish in the strain
Of displaced sexual craving that betrays
Desires too strong and devious to repress?

His God it is, not Mozart’s, who’d ordain
Don Juan’s grisly exit in the blaze
Of hellfire stoked while good souls acquiesce.

No high-toned moral but records the pain
Inflicted to extract it, no displays
Of inwardness but under sharp duress.

‘What profiteth a man unless he gain
His soul?’ should really go: ‘What victim pays
The price when God asks us which souls to bless?’

Your authenticity went out from Spain
Four centuries back to help your God erase 
All other creeds lest conversos regress,

And later winked at every ball and chain
Hung on those outcasts, slaves and émigrés,
Each counted one damned infidel the less.


Adorno to Kierkegaard (2)

Think of it as the soul’s equivalent,
The ‘inward’ version, of a visit paid
To some fine Danish bourgeois household in,

Let’s say, the 1840s when you went
From porch to vestibule, then (since not ‘trade’),
From room to room till – far from worldly din – 

You reached a family sanctum where the scent
Of soul hung heavy, heirlooms crammed the shade,
And no-one visited save kith and kin.

Just so the dark interior they frequent,
Those pseudonyms or alibis arrayed
On Søren’s lonesome path as, pin by pin,

They fall to signify a youth ill-spent,
An outward show of faith that’s ready-made
For bourgeois souls to save their social skin,

And then the self-destructive element
Of a religious mania that preyed
On guilt for some inexpiable sin.

Tolstoy on Lear: think how the old king’s bent
For self-renunciation could so jade
The Russian’s nerves because it showed them twin

Exemplars of the way a fixed intent
To throw one’s life away in some parade
Of sage or saintly wisdom may begin

To look mere folly, all the more when meant,
By Mozart or Da Ponte, to persuade
Our ears to hear, not harken deep within.

‘Inwardness’, ‘authenticity’: they lent
A spurious depth to every retrograde
Display of folksiness or bid to win

The hearts of those who’d have the Don repent,
Look inward, view each amorous escapade
With holy dread, and junk his mandolin.


Adorno to the Audience

Trust Shakespeare, Mozart, even (let’s concede)
The non-‘authentic’ Kierkegaard, he whose
Deft narrative contrivances and sheer

Profusion of personae meant that he’d
The devil’s job to give the reader clues
For their unravelling, to help us steer

Beyond the lures of an aesthetic creed
Designed – he’d have us think – to disabuse
The soul beguiled by fiction’s fake veneer.

So should the Don neglect to pay and feed
His servant, then – you might think – why excuse
Such rank ingratitude, such cavalier

Indifference to the call of human need
In one he’d long been glad enough to use
When it best served his infamous career?

But no, you’ve missed my point: that lack of heed
To such things shows he’s looking set to lose
Not just the shred of moral credit we’re

Now loth to give but any case he’d plead
Against an audience minded to refuse
All thought of his existing in a sphere

Where food and cash are taken to precede,
As salience goes, all the aesthetic dues
That daily life repays at art’s frontier.

What matter if the Dane says we misread
His purpose grievously should we then choose
Our own direction, see our own way clear

To spurn intent and let his writings lead
Us back, through all those fictive feints and cues,
To the aesthetic stage whence we can steer

A life-redemptive course, like Mozart’s, freed
From any soul-authenticated ruse
Of power that has Don Juan disappear.


































Martyrs

Seeing the little old woman dragging faggots to his pyre, Hus cried out: Sancta simplicitas. But what of the reason for his sacrifice, the Last Supper in both its forms? Every thought seems naïve beside a higher one, and nothing is simple-minded, since all grows simple on the desolate vanishing-line of oblivion.

							‘Monograms’

What thought but yields when pressed a thought-stage higher?
Jan Hus and she had no shared cause at stake.
His faith would soon be tested in the fire;
She’d sticks to fetch and faggots yet to make.
She dragged her faggots to the martyr’s pyre
For piety’s and civic duty’s sake,
Not out of any bloodlust or desire
To see how long that martyrdom might take.
Perhaps he thought ‘This labourer’s worth her hire,
This simple woman, whom no fear can shake
From doing what the Church’s laws require,
No matter how her back and limbs might ache’.
Or maybe: ‘how, then, should I not admire
The simple faith that bids her burn and break
This learned heretic, this false messiah,
As his limbs, like his doctrines, boil and bake?’.
Versions of pastoral: a heavenly choir
May sing the crone to rest, or she’ll awake
Where even simpletons at last retire,
With Milton’s Satan on his burning lake.
Both versions false: let her plain faith inspire
Us squabbling scholars lest the Eden snake
Of our infernal discord draw God’s ire
And wreak on us what wrathful prophets spake.

‘Sancta simplicitas!’ he cried, though why
Those words, addressed to her, we cannot say
With certainty. The Gospels might supply
Some clues: how Christ, gone out a while to pray,
Found Peter sleeping, told him ‘you’ll deny
Me thrice ere dawn’; how simple souls betray
The saints whose edgy patiences they try
Devoutly down the ages; and how they,
The martyr and the saviours, may espy
Those bit-part actors in the passion-play,
The faggot-bearers, idle standers-by,
Pickpockets, bishops’ emissaries, and lay
Officials charged to keep a watchful eye
On how things go. For each auto-da-fe
Brings its attendant risk that sparks will fly,
That simple faith will figure out a way
To see the high brought low, the low raised high,
Or witness all the talk of Judgment Day
As what awaits bad subjects when they die
Turned round to bid them join the coming fray,
Take arms against the mighty, and defy
The rule that had those simple folk obey
Their temporal lords and masters lest they fry
Along with those who led them so astray.

For witnessed martyrdoms may sometimes churn
The depths of ‘blest simplicity’ while she,
The faggot-fetcher, may have watched him burn
And had misgivings rise in her to see
Such agonies, such willingness to turn
The other cheek, with his unspoken plea
That complex learn from simple, simple learn
From thought’s long, convoluted quest to free
Itself from dogma’s grip. Then we’ll discern,
In their strange tryst, the promise of a key
To spirit’s war on body so they earn
Belated thanks from all who’d bend a knee
To no flame-fed abstraction but who yearn,
Adorno-like, for the naivety
Of thought’s somatic origins. They’ll spurn,
As well, the horror that would have them flee
Her part in it, her perfect unconcern
With him and zeal to act on their decree:
‘Bring extra firewood, see them as they burn,
Those heretic remains’. For it was he,
The infidel, denied a martyr’s urn,
His ashes scattered wide, who fixed that we
Late chroniclers should bid the court adjourn
And seal their bond of shared apostasy.

He says all things grow simple on the line
Where differences vanish, where the pair
‘Naive’ and ‘sentimental’ can define
No fixed or certain cut-off point, and where
Jan Hus’s agonies may rate a shrine
Of sorts but one that he and she can share
Since every benchmark, human or divine,
Declines to tell the martyr’s vanquished care
For life and limb from what so bowed her spine
Beneath the load of wood high-piled to spare
No ounce of martyr’s flesh. The books assign
Him space, her next to none, but see how they’re
Close-coupled when Adorno knocks the fine-
Toned stuff aside and bids his readers dare
Conceive there’s no Last Supper lets us dine
In realms or companies so ultra-rare
That somehow Eucharistic bread and wine
Take spirit-form. Why have such meagre fare
Proscribe all thought that he and she combine,
Twin emblems of one plight, to jointly bear
The burden that has flesh and blood repine
At spirit’s toll since by it made aware
Of how far down and back they intertwine,
The woman’s travail and the martyr’s prayer.









Monad

If society, as a contemporary theory teaches, is really one of rackets, then its most faithful model is the precise opposite of the collective, namely the individual as monad . . . . The enraged man always appears as the gang-leader of his own self, giving his unconscious the order to pull no punches, his eyes shining with the satisfaction of speaking for the many that he himself is.

							Plurale Tantum

1

Each his own strife-torn monad, robber-band
Turned feral, microcosmic state of war,
And all the rival weaponries once manned
By armies now become the inner store
Of each, the arms-dump where esprit de corps
Gives way to psychic conflicts, where the rage
Of nations lingers as a muffled roar
And news of peace does nothing to assuage
The beasts still pacing in their mental cage.

It’s what results from crossing your Ayn Rand
With Thomas Hobbes, the old desire to score
Off everyone, to grab their bit of land,
Or house, or spouse, and when you’ve wiped the floor
With them let conscience nag, seek out some sore
Spot hitherto repressed, and start to wage
Your private feud behind the tight-shut door
That keeps such shock-reports off the front page
Till public interest next moves on a stage.

You thought you had the whole thing nicely planned,
You masters of the universe, but your
Now queasy state may help you understand
Just how it works, the process you deplore
(Keep Marx and Freud locked in your bottom drawer!),
Since that’s the social-psychic microphage
That ravens onward like a tidal bore,
The horror-show renewed from age to age
Of deadlocked mastery and victimage.


2

Think Leibniz: how the monads replicate,
Within themselves, the whole abysmal scene
Played out as capital in this its late,
Most predatory form makes war between
The nations just a backdrop to the spleen,
Resentment, dark suspicion, mutual fear
And atavistic drives that now convene
On every psychic battleground and steer
Each monad’s armies in their microsphere.

That’s why armed conflicts soon accelerate,
How Id’s raw products feed the war-machine,
And Ego labours overtime to sate
The vices stoked by its forced quarantine,
Its saison en enfer behind the screen
Upon whose glassy surfaces appear,
All intervolved, the monads passing clean
Through bandit-country where the last frontier
Subsumes embattled fiefdoms far and near.


3

Their usual trick, the demagogues – to make-
Believe they speak up for the multitude,
The populace, the many for whose sake
These tribunes of the people have pursued
A doubly noble path, one that eschewed
Self-interest while it led them to embrace
(Just hear the rage, the hate, the ugly mood!) 
What every friend of freedom’s sure to face:
A hero’s doomed last stand or fall from grace.

Just listen and you’ll quickly spot the fake
Heroics, the remorseless inner feud
Of voices, soapbox ranters out to take
Their psychic chance, sub-vocalisers cued
To join the mob cacophony renewed 
Each time he accesses that inner space,
That pandemonium where he can brood
On past defeats, rehearse the devil’s case,
And call them up, his scattered demon-base.

It’s how the Nazis got their biggest break,
How Hitler had the eager masses glued
To his crazed oratory. They had their stake
In every raucous speech-harmonic screwed
A fraction higher, every hate-vibe spewed
As Id broke bad and Ego failed to brace
Against the swirling mass, the instincts skewed
By mind’s death-driven impulse to keep pace
With each new stage in its extinction-race. 




















Sticky: contra Galen

The dictum omne animal post coitum triste est was concocted by bourgeois contempt for man; nowhere more than here does humanity differ from creaturely gloom. It is not ecstasy but socially approved love that is followed by disgust: it is, to use Ibsen’s word, sticky. Deep erotic emotion turns weariness into the plea of tenderness, and momentary sexual incapacity is understood as accidental, quite external to passion.

    								‘Spoilsport’

In one respect, and one alone, they speak
The truth of sex who parrot Galen’s line
About post-coital onsets of tristesse,
Or how love’s rapture ends in darker mood.

For bourgeois lovers it’s the height of chic,
That fake world-weariness that has them pine
For joys withheld, and then – should she once bless
Their wish – for what poor recompense ensued.

Think rather it’s the bourgeois love-mystique,
The stock-exchange done up as Cupid’s shrine,
That taints the act and has its votives stress
How sad the let-down as they lie and brood.

Where love’s a market they’ll go straight from peak
To trough or bull to bear, the surest sign
That punters hoping still for love’s redress
Will find out other ways of getting screwed.

No sylphlike form, no Atlas-like physique
As apt to stir the state of endocrine
Arousal as the mercantile success
Of trade-up bride or marriage-broking dude.

Yet don’t be fooled: no timeless truth, that bleak
Post-coital scrawl on every valentine,
But the off-note that lingers to depress
The sharers in a fake beatitude.

The flesh is willing but the spirit’s weak,
Its motions feeble, listless, anodyne,
Yet prone to take each hinted-at promesse
De bonheur as its overture to lewd

Imaginings, a handy chance to sneak
Forbidden views and pleasures, or a fine
Since furtive opportunity to fess
Up fantasies self-censored or tabooed.

That’s why trade quickens in the love-boutique,
Styles change, and each new line-up takes the shine
Off last year’s show as mannequins progress
And voyeur fashionistas clothe the nude.

Sweet-talk it as you may, your state will wreak
The stock come-uppance of the concubine
Or bourgeois spouse; what every routine ‘yes’
Connives at with promiscuous and prude.

A one-way exit pass is all they seek,
Those hermits and ascetics who decline
The old cash nexus where love’s fond caress
Makes room for sex and profit to collude.

For still it’s there, that thought of the unique,
The true love-ecstasy miscalled ‘divine’
Since body-born and bred yet none the less
The place where soul’s perversions most intrude.

They’re flipside variants of a vicious streak
In some that others, those with ‘moral spine’
As they conceive it, take to recrudesce
Each time love’s body’s amorously viewed.

Thus Tolstoy, in his fit of Christian pique,
Saw fit to lambast every asinine
Display of bourgeois wedding-feast excess
In bawdy, sermonising, drink, and food

While, like the sated lover, some oblique
Remonstrance says: this chastened mood of mine
Is lust’s lip-service to the happiness
Whose broken promise once more stands renewed.


































‘Beyond Compare’

So much is true: they [works of art] refuse to be compared. They want to annihilate one another. Not without cause did the ancients reserve the pantheon of the compatible to Gods or Ideas, but obliged works of art to enter the agon, each the mortal enemy of each . . . . Aesthetic tolerance that simply acknowledges works of art in their limitation, without breaking it, leads them only to a false downfall, that of a juxtaposition which denies their claims to indivisible truth.

‘De gustibus est disputandum’

Compare, contrast, evaluate, suggest
Some common measure, some aesthetic scale
On which to place or rank those artworks, test
What novel tells the most compelling tale
With greatest skill, what lyric poem best
Conveys the poet’s mood, and what must fail
On any such comparison since thought,
By communal assent, to fall just short.

In music likewise it’s the ‘test of time’
They standardly fall back on, those who’d ‘place’
(Say) Beethoven and Mozart so they’d climb
Or fall as either edged forward in a race
Where all dissenting voices have to chime
Harmoniously enough that some shared space
Remains for rival works to coexist
In peace, not settle things by boot or fist.

It’s art-custodians who take the edge
Off artworks, those interpreters who talk
Of ‘judgement’, ‘taste’. ‘tradition’, or who pledge
Themselves as arbiters intent to chalk
The marks up fairly lest someone allege
The outcome’s skewed. As if a circling hawk
Should view its prey, prepare to strike, then pause,
Think ‘Let and let live!’, and pull in its claws.

Just as absurd, the thought that works of art
Might quit their agonistics and attain
That state of calm, all passions spent, that heart-
To-heart of erstwhile rivals, set to gain
Enduring peace by opting not to chart
The hostile pedigrees that preordain
Their conflict-laden destinies and rule
All talk of peace the talk of knave or fool.

It’s just the old-stock, quaint idealist ruse
To have art-fanciers vacate the zone
Of conflict, take art along on their free cruise
To Shangri-La, and blissfully disown
All thought that its pent energies might bruise
Not just their skins but their bred-in-the-bone
(Since Kant at least) idea that art abides
Our question when it comes to taking sides.

No such illusion for the ancient Greeks!
Ideas and gods they deemed fit candidates
For placement on a single scale with peaks
And troughs, the theme of civilized debates
Amongst the fit though few, while he who speaks
Like that of tragic drama must risk fate’s
Brusque intervention and the unknown harms
In store for lives then plagued by war’s alarms.

For they’ve no clue, those modern devotees
Of arts and art-talk, how a play must rage
To conquer every rival, not just please
Its clientele; how major works rampage
Through life and death like those of Sophocles,
And how the cyclic savageries on stage
Are re-enacted in the endless strife
That dogs the drama of their afterlife.

Annihilation of all other claims
To mastery is each play’s sole intent,
The mark at which each poem truly aims,
And Leitmotif of every symphony meant
To triumph in the harsh Olympic Games
Of art where victory brooks no dissent
From hoi polloi but calls up loud guffaws
For vanquished foes to swell his own applause.

If beauty’s an idea we find dispersed
Through artworks of all times and cultures, still
Each stakes its sovereign claim to rank as first-
Place combatant, the product of that will-
To-power that Nietzsche praised (and later cursed)
As Wagner’s Dionysian drive to drill
His listeners in the need that great works take
No weakling hostages for pity’s sake.

It’s why the death-wish burrows inward, turns
Those works against themselves, and so attains
The tragic Liebestod for which it yearns
Until they devastate the last remains
Of their own life-world, grieving as it burns
And yet rejoicing as art’s kingdom gains
Another twilight of the gods to crown
That one left standing as the rest go down.

When culture’s neutralised, its violence checked
By social norms or dictates of good taste,
Then – Nietzsche said, but did at length suspect
He’d pushed the case too far – great artists waste
Their strength, betray their calling, genuflect
To sage Apollo, and leave art debased
By acquiescing in a slave’s retreat
From open war to inward self-defeat.

Behold that shrewdest prober of the ways
The psyche twists and turns, how hard it strives
To censor, screen, dissimulate, erase,
Repress, or disavow our deepest drives
In that closed-circuit scene where pleasure pays
The debt to death that runs our psychic lives,
Cuts rampant Dionysus just the slack
Apollo needs to rein the monster back.

Yet it’s precisely here that Nietzsche errs,
Like Freud, in opting always to construe
The agon as a pillow-fight of theirs,
The poets and composers, or to view
That psychomachia as one that shares
Its mental space with Totem and Taboo,
As if the strife of artworks showed no more
Than private psyches spooked by mythic lore.

The old Romantic fallacy: to read
A poem, hear a symphony, or scan
A canvas; then, life-story-primed, proceed
To understand the conflicts we began
By placing in the work as having need
Of psychic mediation, work to man,
If we’re to access ‘inwardly’ what kind
Of passion, joy or turmoil he’d in mind. 

Some praise tradition as the vital breath
Of art, a false and fraudulent ideal
Not least because its favoured shibboleth,
The artwork, shuns that pacifist appeal
Since locked with others in a life-or-death
Survival race where nothing puts the seal
On conquest till the time arrives to drag
Them through the dust once victory’s in the bag.

The artworks, not the artists, stake their all
On that last bout and gird themselves to leave
‘Tradition’ clear of any that might call
Them out to fight again, or so deceive
Their loyalists as by goading them to brawl
In a lost cause. No final-act reprieve:
Where masterworks contend the rule is let
No claimant, past or future, raise a threat.

But then the death-drive turns, reverts to source,
Takes flight from sensuous beauty, and invites
The concept, art’s old foe, to point the course
Of its impending climb-down from the heights
Of high-romantic myth and its divorce
From any victor-creed that sets its sights
On human vessels, not the law imposed
By works that rule ‘no challenge: contest closed’.

All there in Hegel, though his bright-side spin
On concept’s role in getting art to ditch
Its merely sensuous attributes will win
Few converts beyond those whose constant itch
For avant-garde repute demands the tin-
Eared, weary-eyed camp-followers should hitch
Their concept-wagon to the abstract star
Named Mallarmé lest sense-impressions jar.

Think negative, reverse the upbeat drift
Of Hegel’s dialectic, turn that whole
Grand strategy around, and then you’ll shift
The arts from their subaltern warm-up role
As prelude to philosophy and lift 
(As hindsight clears – no telos in control!)
Aesthetics to a point where art may tell,
Though cryptically, what once it hid so well.

Too Götterdämmerung by half, you’ll say,
This tale of art’s accession to the rank
Of truth-revealer if achieved by way
Of negative thought-tactics, those that bank
On concepts in the struggle to convey
How art with alien currency to thank
Must now, once more, have its appointed end
Prefigured by each avantgardiste trend.

Yet that’s the conjoint privilege and curse
Of any artwork truly fit to stand
Beside those not predestined to rehearse
The tale again, to know at second hand
What ways around art-history went to nurse
Its problem children, then contrive to strand
Them, concept-high and senses dry, to beat
The odds and prime the next lot for defeat.

This much is true: no art can long endure
The wrongs that works are heir to – all the woes
Of loss, misprision, passages obscure
Through culture-change, or rendered so by those
Who gloss them – should the eisogetic lure
Be there already in the tell-tale shows
Of inwardness put up to point ‘beyond’
The work and have receptive souls respond.

Negate those moments, press those works as near
Pure objecthood as practised makers crave,
Or close as art may come within the sphere
Of its undoing where, from Lascaux cave
To Guernica, truth’s figures must appear
Distorted, dark or recondite to save
The work from all false positives that tempt
Hope’s fools to deem them history-exempt.



















But

Anyone wishing to express something is so carried away by it that he ceases to reflect on it. Too close to his intention, ‘in his thoughts’, he forgets to say what he wants to say.

If a dialectician, for example, marked the turning-point of his advancing ideas by starting with a ‘But’ at every caesura, the literary scheme would give the lie to the unschematic intention of his thought.

									‘Memento’

Dead give-away, the ‘but’ that comes on cue.
At each caesura hear it mark the spot,
The turning-point where thought has its next tryst
With counter-thought yet habit gives the lie
To half-formed dialectical intent.

Ill-written texts must pay the forfeit due,
Miss every target, bungle every shot,
Since it’s a moving target always missed
By marksmen apt to fix their bearings by
Coordinates from some long-past event.

In hock to first intent they skip what’s new,
Stay ‘in their thoughts’, find nothing else to pot
Except those self-same thoughts, and so enlist
The trusty ‘but’, mid-sentence, to deny
What just now seemed to warrant their assent.

Too ready-made by half, that après coup,
That well-placed switchback trope that sends the plot-
Line off on rails that seem to take a twist
Beyond all prior intent though they comply,
One station on, with what was always meant.

The ‘but’ may seem to set thought’s train askew,
Jolt carriages, tie couplings in a knot,
And send its tremors rumbling through the gist,
But (but!) in truth it does no more than tie
Thought’s latest aim to its long-standing bent.

The buts pile up, antitheses accrue,
False syntheses do handstands on the dot,
The thought-mills grind on unaccustomed grist,
Yet (leave ‘but’ out of it!) you’re still knee-high
To the grasshopper Socrates who sent

Collocutors, like concepts, off to do
Whatever jumps it took to clear the rot
Of sophist, priest, and bardic fabulist
As well as dialecticians prone to shy
From thoughts that left mind-muscles overspent.

Why hold those thoughts obliged to carry through,
To reach the point where thinking’s somehow got
Ahead of them, as if its moves exist
Like patterns formed in some Platonic sky
Where fixed stars let the mind self-orient.

It’s Socrates, not Plato, they pursue
Who seek no headroom or expansion-slot
For timeless truths, who chafe at nativist
Ideas of mind or knowledge and so try
To think beyond what thought can represent.

It’s Plato-types, conversely, whose sky-blue
Thought-heaven beckons when they wonder what
Could motivate those crass materialist
Or earthbound dialectics that defy,
As thinkers must, the dreamer’s discontent.

From them alone it comes, that switch of view
To thought-terrain where no large vistas blot
Out just those stubborn details that resist
All grand Hegelian schemes to prophesy
How things must go from how it’s thought they went.


Stumm

The miracle passed from among us all but forty years ago, plus twenty more, of course, the genius in Nietzsche having rightly decided to break off prematurely its communication with the world.

Who, in the end, is to take it amiss if even the freest of free spirits no longer write for an imaginary posterity, more trusting, if possible, than even their contemporaries, but only for the dead God?

                                                                          ‘Contribution to Intellectual History’

Give voice to your self-silenced two decades,
The years of reverie, and you’ll reveal – 
What your crass foes and followers must conceal
At all costs – those now Sphinx-like inner raids
On bourgeois ‘principle’, on all the shades
Of bad faith, lie, hypocrisy, and zeal
For ersatz pieties in which they deal,
The jacks of sundry thought-corrupting trades
Whose fate you prophesied. Or hark to those
New age ‘interpreters’, the self-decreed
‘Free spirits’ who seize every chance to close
Thought down by making sure the spirit’s freed
To join the stream of platitudes that flows
Near choked with vulgar-Nietzschean chicken-feed.

And so they come, the good-for-you brigades
Of pundits, prophets, saviours, down-at-heel
Mob orators, and all whose stock appeal
To Zarathustra instantly degrades
Those fiery words, those thought-primed hand-grenades
To anodyne prescriptions with the seal
Of goodness that’s conferred by knowing he’ll
Send no free spirits to the barricades,
Not on these fellows’ watch. ‘The death of God’:
They spout your words routinely, seek to spread
It wide, that gospel for the atheist squad,
Yet still, like stumbling angels, fear to tread
Where their elective master-spirit trod,
And so pay homage to their god that’s dead.

That’s what it says, the silent way you chose
To mind-commune with those who’d taken heed:
‘They’ll twist my words, pervert my thoughts, misread
My close-wrought texts, poeticise my prose
With their inanities, and find who knows
What shallows still to plumb when they’re in need
Of handy bits to stuff their cushion-creed,
Their quest for any hand-me-down that goes
To blunt my cutting edge. Why sell my soul
For nothing but renown so cheaply won?
Why sing aloud that “secret barcarole”
I knew would reach the ears of few or none,
Even amongst disciples who’d cajole
More cautious types with some fine tale they’d spun?’

You’ll play dumb lest they catch you on the nod,
Those ephebes, seize on some stray things you said
Or wrote, then try to rearrange your head,
Use milder sayings as a lightning-rod
For fiercer sentiments, and treat the odd
Hint of compassion as enough to shed
A kindlier light on truths the glossers dread,
Each one a sharp, high-voltage cattle-prod
To bovine readers. Let them clutch their un-
Dead gods, their shattered idols, though the whole
Fast-crumbling superstructure’s now begun
To scatter debris as the Nietzschean mole
Leaves old foundations suddenly undone
And thought wrenched free of custom’s monopole.








Strophes: verse, prose, song

Free verse was rejected by artists like George as a miscarried form, a hybrid between metre and prose. They are refuted by Goethe and by Hölderlin’s late hymns . . . . In free rhythms the ruins of the artistically rhymeless classical strophe grow eloquent. Jutting their alien contours into the newer languages, they are suited by their strangeness to express what is not exhausted by communication.

‘By this does German song abide’

He says ‘by this does German song abide’,
And knows whereof he speaks; how then
Reject what Hölderlin affirms, or dare
To briskly set aside
The evidence of his late poems where
The title ‘hymn’ speaks no amen
To free-verse homilies but takes in stride
The strophic forms those homilists denied,
Gives muted voice to them again,
And so allows the occult pulse to bear
The role once dignified
By formal poets sometimes loath to share
The gifts too quickly squandered when
The free-verse doctrine’s zealously applied.

Hear how the strophic verse-forms echo still
When Hölderlin or Goethe take
Their leave (or so it seems) of every rule
And every formal skill
Laid down by classic lore, then go to school
With prose artificers who make
A virtue of the free-verse adept’s will
To have colloquial accents overspill
All mere prosodic bounds and break
Whatever false imperatives those fool
Strict metrists must fulfil
If they’re to make it past the vestibule
Of verse apprenticeship and stake
Their claim to fit the ‘classic poet’ bill.

They got it wrong, those cloth-eared types who railed
At talk of ‘free verse’ just because
It struck them as a hybrid mode that lacked
Integrity and failed
On every major count, not least the fact
That it dismissed the old-style laws
Of rhyme and metre yet expressly nailed
Its colours to the poet-mast and sailed
Beneath the flag of verse that draws
On both those quaint resources, senses backed
By sound and sounds entailed
By turns of sense so eye-and-ear exact
That such precisions must give pause
To word-ways learned when common use prevailed.

Just listen carefully and then you’ll hear
Just where they got it wrong, the true-
Born sons of Stefan George, and betrayed
Their lacking a fine ear
For strophic forms and rhythms not displayed
On the verse face of it but through
Their slipping over the verse/prose frontier, 
Those song-like accents from another sphere
We call ‘free verse’, we listeners who
Attend most avidly to what’s conveyed
By music that seems near
To tonal prose, like Schoenberg’s Serenade,
Op 24, when harkened to
By listeners waiting till the sense comes clear.

Those strophic forms are the more eloquent
For thus reminding us what goes,
In these our needy times, to help regain
The missing element
That lyric warblers cultivate in vain
Since now the only way’s through prose,
But prose that manages to represent,
Like sticks in water by refraction bent,
A cryptic form whose outline grows
More plainly legible as we attain
Some glimpse of what once went
To have them almost speak their meaning plain,
Though each great hymn of Hölderlin soon shows
Its sacral mystery borderline profane.

Small wonder if choice spirits in that age
Of Revolution found in free-
Verse rhythms, musical and verbal, what
Then promised to assuage
The people’s anger at their servile lot,
Their long-suppressed desire to see
An end to brute injustices, their rage
At insults past and will to turn the page
On such harsh checks to liberty
As rhyme and meter, those restrictions got
Up, so it seemed, to gauge
Which metric might best call the final shot
Against those rebels and their plea
For old corruption’s crew to quit the stage.

And yet, who’s so tone-deaf as not to note,
In Hölderlin and every line
Of every poet or composer fit
To name here, how remote
From simple truth is that word ‘free’, how it,
Or its false usage, dulls the fine-
Tuned though ear-stretching harmonies that float
Just audible beyond the words they wrote,
Those rapt pulse-readers who combine
A zeal for freedom with the need to pit
Against it every vote
For formal discipline that begs they quit
Turf wars and write beneath the sign
Of prose with verse its metric asymptote.

Don’t think it such an easy path to choose
If you’re a soul divided, one
In whom speech rhythms constantly rehearse
The case for prose, yet whose
Demanding ear requires he not coerce
Those rhythms where some accents run
To hints of strophic form, suggest the muse
May stir once more, reclaim her vatic dues,
As once from Hölderlin, and shun
All poetry that fails to honour verse
Through her updated ruse
Of offering novel ways for prose to nurse
The promise that her will be done
In ways no muse-debunker can refuse.

All poems tell this truth: how their main source
Of life is in the tension set
Up constantly between the inbuilt drive
To reshape prose, by force
Of metric rule if need be, then arrive
Back at its primal need to let
Pure rapture run its unobstructed course,
And the prosaist’s striving to unhorse
That vaulting spirit; hence to get
Our native accents freed to live and thrive
Without the least remorse
For what’s lost to us when we self-deprive
(The bardic songster’s chief regret!)
Of ways to halt the poet-muse divorce.

It’s in those alien contours they express
What words cannot communicate
Through plain linguistic commerce, nor in strains
Of verse where metric stress
Too quickly or insistently attains
The lyric heights, far past the date
When faith and social hope combined to bless
Such lofty sentiments, while now redress
For these bad times demands we wait,
Like Hölderlin, for what remains
Of the gods’ old largesse
Or what set muses leaping in their chains,
Now faintly heard to resonate
With songs too wild for us to repossess.

Turn back to those late hymns of his if you’d
Discover, in the gentle beat
Of unrhymed strophe, how the gods long fled
May yet bring songs renewed
Through verse-forms leavened by the daily bread
Of rhythmic prose, the metric feet
Whose quiet insistence brings beatitude,
At least for those too keen-eared to delude
Themselves with voice pitched to entreat
The deities, to match the steady tread
Of beings long pursued
But dwelling now amongst the dead
To all except the few who greet
Their Rückkehr in verse-accents prose-subdued.

Then our aberrant prosodists may learn,
By their example, how to keep
The strophic beat alive yet have the strict
Prosodist’s rule then turn
Against itself, have speech-tones interdict
The metronome and halt the creep
Of regimented forms that made us yearn
For freedom at all costs, routinely spurn
The claims of verse-routine, and sweep
Aside all trace of meters that once ticked
The critic’s box but earn,
These days, the scorn reserved for derelict
Constructions built to foster sleep
In souls once wakeful for the gods’ return.

Yet true verse-music soon takes leave of all
Those rigid metrics that became,
To sensate readers, evidence of how
Seductive was the call
Of beats or bar-lines placed to disallow
All thought of history and the claim
Of prose to bring new life, not cast a pall,
Like doomed Belshazzar’s writing on the wall,
Since only in the modest name
Of rhythmic prose could poets disavow
That too-long-dying fall,
Pluck withered laurels from Apollo’s brow,
Retune his lyre, and raise their game
Till prose meets verse in tune and not in thrall.































To My Successors

Ready-made enlightenment turns not only spontaneous reflection but also analytical insights – whose power equals the energy and suffering it cost to gain them – into mass-produced articles, and the painful secrets of the individual history, which the orthodox method is already inclined to reduce to formulae, into commonplace conventions . . . . Catharsis, unsure of success in any case, is supplanted by pleasure at being, in one’s own weakness, a specimen of the majority.

					‘Always speak of it, never think of it’


The thoughts pre-formed, the insights ready-made.
No hammer closed the links in that neat chain.
Mere fashion guaranteed they’d make the grade,
The thoughts pre-formed, the insights ready-made.
See how they go along with it, that trade
In concepts come by without grief or pain!
The thoughts pre-formed, the insights ready-made;
No hammer closed the links in that neat chain.

Words blocked, thoughts twisted, better selves betrayed:
No place for these on their bright upland plain.
Enlightenment comes cheap if you evade
Words blocked, thoughts twisted, better selves betrayed.
They jump from point to point on tracks we laid
Across rough ground with our rock-crushing train.
Words blocked, thoughts twisted, better selves betrayed:
No place for these on their bright upland plain.

They have it easy now, thought’s Light Brigade!
Conclusion flows from premise without strain.
By each swift Q.E.D. the point’s conveyed:
They have it easy now, thought’s Light Brigade!
Yet what if that old sequence gets replayed,
Those untried novices wiped out again?
They have it easy now, thought’s Light Brigade!
Conclusion flows from premise without strain.

If we made rules they’re rules we disobeyed;
‘Negate all positives’, our stock refrain.
Thought-predators, on our own thoughts we preyed:
If we made rules, they’re rules we disobeyed.
Not so those dupes of mind or barricade
Who rush to judgement at each thought-chicane.
If we made rules they’re rules we disobeyed;
‘Negate all positives’, our stock refrain.

Thinking’s for them a risk that’s scarcely weighed.
They sport on heights we glimpsed from harsh terrain.
Our thoughts grew riskier each day we stayed;
Thinking for them’s a risk that’s scarcely weighed.
Back then we launched each essay like a raid
On language, thought, or some new home-domain.
Thinking for them’s a risk that’s scarcely weighed.
They sport on heights we glimpsed from harsh terrain.

Their dialectic’s sharpened with our aid.
We honed its edge to fend off terror’s reign – 
That fear-nerved mental twist, that agile blade!
Their dialectic’s sharpened with our aid,
Thoughts had in peace by thinkers unafraid
That all their apotropes might be in vain.
Their dialectic’s sharpened with our aid;
We honed its edge to fend off terror’s reign.

We suffered every sudden thought-saccade.
Not ours the nimble turn, the style urbane!
Their dialectics form a golden braid;
We suffered every sudden thought-saccade.
We’re their disowned precursors, renegade
Old guys they half-admire and half-disdain.
We suffered every sudden thought-saccade.
Not ours the nimble turn, the style urbane!

Such thought-catharsis leaves them undismayed.
They stage our tragedies to entertain.
That’s why their dialectic’s a charade;
Such thought-catharsis leaves them undismayed.
No truth so sure it cannot be assayed
By life-events that rasp the mental grain.
Such thought-catharsis leaves them undismayed.
They stage our tragedies to entertain.

The texts survive but circumstances fade.
Past lives grow dim while these poor scraps remain.
Yet it’s not us you ephebes should upbraid:
The texts survive but circumstances fade.
How then should you recall the price we paid,
You heirs of ours who cruise in the fast lane?
The texts survive but circumstances fade.
Past lives grow dim while these few scraps remain.

Your nifty reasonings put us in the shade,
Us thought-tied witnesses to millions slain.
You read us and think how far back you’ve strayed!
Your nifty reasonings put us in the shade.
Yet think, too, what inhuman horrors made
Us shy from thoughts more seemingly humane.
Your nifty reasonings put us in the shade,
Us thought-tied witnesses to millions slain.

We’re spawn of that ‘dishonest, low decade’.
It soiled our life’s work like a seeping stain,
Each page a vile reminder long delayed.
We’re spawn of that ‘dishonest, low decade’.
The words, the thoughts, the choices lightly swayed:
We bear them with us like a mark of Cain.
We’re spawn of that ‘dishonest, low decade’.
It soiled our life’s work like a seeping stain.

By intellect alone the cost’s defrayed,
More deeply compromised for each small gain,
Like rogue King Frederick on his Sixth Crusade.
By intellect alone the cost’s defrayed.
O my time-blest successors, you’ve mislaid
That thread in our dark, conscience-ravelled skein!  
By intellect alone the cost’s defrayed,
More deeply compromised for each small gain.

Not But


The task of art today is to bring chaos into order.

Artistic productivity is the capacity for being voluntarily involuntary.

Art is magic delivered from the lie of being truth.

Surrealism breaks the promesse de bonheur. It sacrifices, to the appearance of happiness transmitted by any integral form, concern for its truth.

			T.W. Adorno, ‘In Nuce’, in Minima Moralia, trans. Jephcott

Not but you have the advantage of me there,
My future versifier, you with the scope
For unwilled finding-out, by rhyme or trope,
Of ways that thinking may arrive elsewhere
Than the place aimed at; how thought’s proper share
In poetry must have intention cope
As best it may till sense is thrown a rope
By sound or some unsought trouvaille takes care
Of both at once. We dialecticians cut
Ourselves no such mind-skewing verbal slack,
Give negatives their place (see that ‘not but’
I started with), keep reasonings on track,
And let thought’s rebounds knock it from the rut
Of mental habit, not the rhymester’s knack.

But just hold on, we caution, we who start
Historically in media res, who make
What sense of things we can in terror’s wake,
And therefore opt to take negation’s part
Lest thinking should revert to form and chart,
Like Hegel, all the positives that make
Of dialectic a bright-sider’s stake
In horrors fit to drive off any smart
Or sentient punter. How ignore the will-
To-power in positivity, the drive
For mastery in the strict logician’s drill,
Or the last word for which debaters strive
No less than the Hegelian strives to fill
Death’s annals with the sounds of Geist alive!

‘Bring chaos into order’: such the first
Imperative that art must satisfy
In times, like these, when propositions lie
Unless their import’s speedily reversed,
Their positives called out to face the worst
Of thought’s complicities, its will to ply
The deadly trade that has it certify
Gross falsehoods just so long as they’re rehearsed
As form dictates. Then art alone may bring
The needful chaos, poetry derail
The close-linked train of thought, or verse-form spring
A somersault that prises out those nail-
Down points de capiton and opts to swing
Far clear of any marked-out thinking-trail.

Art’s way: to will the will’s suspension, cast
Deliberation off, have reason lift
Its rule of sense aforethought, and so gift
The voyager with sea-paths way out past
Home waters, tied by choice to the ship’s mast
Of form, yet ear and mind set half-adrift
To note each change, each sound-inflected shift
Of sense that leaves the thinker free at last
For chartless journeying. It’s what redeems
Surrealism: how those otherwise
Infantile avant-gardistes let their dreams,
Stray thoughts and waking fantasies surprise
All fixed intent by scuppering its schemes
With tropes beyond thought’s power to organise.

Not but – the phrase insists – not but the case,
Once put, begs counter-statement, pleads we note
How soon surrealist gestures come by rote,
How thought sans reason leaves its fascist trace
On second nature, and how far off-base
They’ll drift who trust Freud’s Ucs to float
Them back up-river as the leaky boat
Of mind surrenders to its dark embrace.
‘In the destructive element immerse’
By all means, yet have dialectic keep
A watching brief lest thought should turn perverse,
Brute instinct rule unchallenged, and the sleep
Of reason breed new monsters fit to nurse
Old hatreds from new amities skin-deep.






























Dirty Secrets

Accumulated domestic monstrosities can shock the unwary by their relation to works of art . . . . The existence of trash expresses inanely and undisguisedly the fact that men have succeeded in reproducing from within themselves a piece of what otherwise imprisons them in toil . . . and an echo of the same triumph resounds in the mightiest works, even though they seek to forego it. 
‘Art-Object’
Show me your masterpiece, I’ll show you trash.
No work so great it fails to give some sign
Of unbehovely draggings-up, some clue
As to what pains it cost, what monstrous price
In wasted powers, what lives destroyed to keep
The artworld’s dozy emperors awake.

Your glossy garden gnome’s a cheap rehash
Of small folk in the Balzac-Dickens line,
Your glass-englobed sweet rustic scene a view
By some great pastoralist, and all those nice
Art-replicas of yours, however cheap,
Still apt to have you wonder: real or fake?

It goes way back, the nexus art-and-cash,
The great work born of others’ toil, the fine-
Art dividend paid out when dealers screw
The artists and the art turns merchandise
For smart collectors out to make a heap,
Tart up their walls, and earn a big tax-break.

Postcards or paintings: just the stuff to stash
Against a rainy day, have fortune shine
On you no matter what the markets do
To dent your wealth or Winter does to ice
Your Summer memories with thoughts that creep
Like shards across a Stifter valley-lake.

Yet that’s just it: pronounce the postcard brash,
Inane, crude, garish, vulgar, asinine,
Or what you will, yet look again and you
Might just remark some painterly device
There in the postcard, or some shades that seep
Across and jeopardise the critic’s stake.

Just ask yourself: what images now flash
Up uninvited when the two combine,
Great artworks and the kitschy stuff that grew
More like them till you needed to look twice
And run some checks before you took the leap
And had your say for art’s or profit’s sake.

The scenes enchant, the figures cut a dash
In kitsch, in children’s books, and at the shrine
Of high-art pastoral where sales accrue
As shrewd appreciators take their slice
And taste tells vulgar history where to sweep
The crumbs but leave the icing on the cake.

What stocks the artworld’s ever-needy cache
With goods if not its call that art entwine
The works and days of hands as tribute due,
Or have men’s endless sweat and pain suffice
To pay the bill while merry reapers reap
And threshers thresh with wrists that never ache.

It’s flip-side Keats, the undeceiving smash
That comes when life reveals those Byzantine
Dreamscapes for what they are, the revenue
Of art’s away-day offers to entice
Life’s losers, like those safely grazing sheep,
With Edens canopied to hide the snake.

A wary stand-off, not an outright clash,
As culture-warriors would have it. Mine
The sort of line we exiles take, we few
Survivors now fetched up in paradise,
Or in Los Angeles where artworks keep
Close tabs on kitsch and both are on the make.

When fetish reigns supreme who’ll be so rash,
So fetish-mesmerised, as to opine
On art and its false semblances, or who
So kitsch-inured as not to hear them spice
Things up, those neo-classicists who peep,
Unmoved, through cracks left by the culture-quake.

Through war, catastrophe, stock-market crash,
And grim-faced talk of epochal decline,
Still the new kitsch-purveyors take their cue
From the old classics and delight to splice
Their shallows-flotsam with the yield of deep-
Trawled works whose wreckage floats in culture’s wake.


















A courtesy

It is Proust’s courtesy to spare the reader the embarrassment of believing himself cleverer than the author.
							‘Dwarf Fruit’

1

No doubt of it, a courtesy in Proust
To grant his readers that illusory sense
Of knowing better, that deceptive boost
To self-esteem when maybe confidence
Was running low or nerves becoming tense
Through his unprecedented test of their
Devotion, memory, intellect, and – whence
The courtesy – their eagerness to share
That magic zone: mémoire involontaire.

No thought of mine but wings it home to roost
In my next thought, no point but gives offence
To some aspiring ephebe, someone used
To less demanding tasks, yet not so dense
As to neglect how thinking must dispense
With all the usual props if it’s to bear
The Proustian trial and, after that, commence
On memory-paths beset with many a snare
For those with trouvailles only to declare.


2

A courtesy in Proust, in me the sign
Of kamikaze intellect, of thought
Resolved to spite itself and take the shine
Off any hopeful types who might disport
Themselves with positives, or think to court
The fool yea-sayers with a craven show
Of optimism judged the proper sort
To win their favour, silence doubts, and go
Down well with those self-licensed ‘in the know’.

I lack that Proustian courtesy, count mine
At times a monstrous calling, one with naught
Of kindliness about it, yet repine
The less for knowing what its converse brought,
What came of those false positives that taught
So many to shun courtesies and grow,
At power’s behest, skins thick enough to thwart
The sympathetic impulses we owe
To others’ part in memory’s ebb and flow.




























Out of Thought


Artistic productivity is the capacity for being voluntarily involuntary.

The task of art today is to bring chaos into order.

Art is magic delivered from the lie of being truth.
		
‘In Nuce’

1

No art unless by willing what’s unwilled,
Intending that intent not pre-decide
How things work out, since purposes fulfilled
Clip art’s young wings, leave head no place to hide.
Perfection means all life and movement stilled.

Intending that intent not pre-decide
Is art’s condition, like a dancer drilled
Yet graced beyond what practice takes in stride.

How things work out, since purposes fulfilled
So often don’t, is where they won’t abide
By ends laid down or means unduly skilled.

Clip art’s young wings, leave head no place to hide,
And see art’s faithful flock to join the guild
Of those who take past mastery for guide.

Perfection means all life and movement stilled,
Art-forms prefigured, art-works classified,
Art-history dead till one live entry’s billed:
‘No art unless by willing what’s unwilled’.


2

How think afresh if thought stays true to aim,
If upshot follows on from first intent?
Plot routes unknown lest all routes prove the same,
Drawn up to suit your cartographic bent
Like rules that fix your moves and end the game.

If upshot follows on from first intent
Then who’s to tweak the master-code you frame
To block what counter-moves you might invent?

Plot routes unknown lest all routes prove the same.
The satnav’s wired to show which way you went
The last time out, and which way back you came.

Drawn up to suit your cartographic bent
All contours muscle in to lay the blame
On swerves off-course or meanings scarcely meant.

Like rules that fix your moves and end the game
Those long-term plans may not be time well spent
If ‘told you so’ turns out your last, best claim.
How think afresh if thought stays true to aim?


3

‘Bring chaos into order’, so it goes.
No place in modern art for beauty’s dream,
The perfect symmetries, the classic pose,
The well-wrought urn, the aesthete’s constant theme:
Absent from our bouquets, the poet’s rose.

No place in modern art for beauty’s dream.
On Keats’s urn the panting lovers froze
Mid-chase as eros mouthed a silent scream.

The perfect symmetries, the classic pose
Are not for us, although the gist might seem
‘Let order bring such chaos to a close’.

The well-wrought urn, the aesthete’s constant theme:
Who’d spin that line, or think that art still owes
Belated dues to that Platonic scheme?

Absent from our bouquets, the poet’s rose.
Trust beauty, form or order to redeem
The chaos, then just see how fast it grows.
‘Bring chaos into order’, so it goes.


4

The dialectic still has much to learn.
Thought says: let contradictions press ahead,
Get aufgehoben, raised at every turn.
It’s Hegel’s fault the dupes are still misled
As their false positives now crash and burn.

Thought says: let contradictions press ahead,
Gain ground with each debating-point you earn,
Each thesis trashed, each proposition shed.

‘Get aufgehoben, raised at every turn’:
Just what the lords and tyrants always said!
Dead truth, that absolute for which you yearn.

It’s Hegel’s fault the dupes are still misled,
Left high and dry, like those on Keats’s urn.
Make negatives alone your daily bread!

As their false positives now crash and burn
Take leave to question all they took as read
And see what’s left for hopers to discern.
The dialectic still has much to learn.




An Error

Intelligence is a moral category. When Hegel demonstrates the stupidity of understanding he connives at the prohibition of thought, cuts back the negative labour of the concept, and endorses on the highest peak of speculation the Protestant pastor urging his flock to remain one instead of relying on their own feeble light.

The severance of thought is not remedied by therapeutically imbuing reason with irrational ferments, but by self-conscious reflection on the element of wish that antithetically constitutes thinking as thinking. Only when that element is dissolved purely, without heteronomous residues, in the objectivity of thought, will it become an impulse toward utopia.
‘Wishful Thinking’

No valid thought should wish or will not play
Their active part, drive thinking forward, impel
Its restless motions, clear the residue
Of unthought axioms, and give the lie
To prejudice, stupidity, and those
Received ideas that signify bêtise

Think, when the heirs of Hegel have their say,
How it’s a stupefying tale they tell,
One that exhorts truth-questers to pursue
The Absolute through Reason and decry
Mere understanding for the debt it owes
To finite minds and mortal guarantees.

I hear in Hegel’s words the price we pay,
We for whom earth is all our heaven or hell,
When some Lutheran pastor bids us do
As saints and martyrs did, let body die
For soul’s immortal sake, and so disclose 
The Infinite unlocked by Reason’s keys.

For it’s the same false god to whom they pray,
The Hegel-clones and Christians, they who dwell
On his big theme of savoir absolu
And those who build their castles in the sky
On thought-untested faith in that which goes
Way out beyond all knowledge-charted seas.

Thought holds its moral bearings come what may 
Of episodes en route and has us spell,
Could we but read them, truths we always knew,
Sort-of, but squinted at with mental eye
Unfocused when what passed before our nose
Were mere sense-data pending Geist’s reprise.

It never comes, that end-of-history day
When Reason, from its hilltop citadel,
Lays claim to every old way-station through
Its pilgrimage to date and bids us fly
To heights where thinking quits the realm of prose
And wafts in Wordsworth’s correspondent breeze.

Make no mistake: it’s reason keeps at bay
The blockhead chant, the mindless ritornelle,
And every fascist impulse to imbue
The dregs of thought with some renewed supply
Of atavistic craving from who knows
What poky haunt in hate’s old diocese.

Yet Reason, angel-winged, declines to stay
For reason’s lower-case response and quell
That heady ferment, that infernal brew
Of passion, hate and terror seeded by
Its demon twin: gut feeling in the throes
Of hate whipped up as evil-doers please.

It’s their disjunction leaves us easy prey
To Hitler’s progeny, to every cell
Of beer-hall orators lined up on cue
To switch from rabble-rousing to their high-
Toned talk of destiny and chance to pose
As its appointed heralds and trustees.

For that’s where fools and fascists soon betray
The same root traits, the lives in parallel,
And – most of all – the rule-enforced taboo
On any thinking that could testify
How will leads errant instinct by the nose
Where logic might reclaim it by degrees.

How then ignore the truths it must convey 
As lives derail, mind’s provinces rebel,
Brute instinct drives the passions far askew,
Ideas go stale, neuroses multiply,
And all that once kept thinking on its toes
Now keeps its offspring firmly on their knees. 

And still I hear that pastor strive to lay
It on for weaker souls, the muffled knell
Of stupefaction saying: just stay true
To what we preach, your inner voice and I,
And shun those ways of thought the Devil chose
To screen the sacred wood with mental trees.

This much of truth and wisdom they display,
The ancient Greeks: that instinct can go well
With both those virtues, and the others too,
So long as it’s not tempted to deny
What’s shown by thought’s self-vexing contraflows
When instinct meets the heirs of Socrates.

For thinking’s lost if it admits the sway
Of instinct’s ‘second nature’, that which fell
Out thus-wise first time round, then slowly grew
In truth-repute till only fools would try
To take it down since their denial shows
Them lined up for the true-believer squeeze.

Think hard and instinct’s bonds begin to fray,
Thought ventures out beyond its habit-shell,
And pastors miss their punctual rendez-vous
With end-of-history gurus as the why-
So? question’s asked once more and thinking glows
With passion’s warmth, not instinct’s thought-disease.






































Aftermaths

The transformation of expressive content from an undirected impulse into material for manipulation makes it palpable, exhibitable, saleable. The lyrical subjectivism of Heine, for instance, does not stand in contradiction to his commercial traits; the saleable is itself subjectivity administered by subjectivity. 
	
‘Small Sorrows, Great Songs’

To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it has become impossible to write poetry today. Absolute reification, which presupposed intellectual progress as one of its elements, is now preparing to absorb the mind entirely. Critical intelligence cannot be equal to this challenge as long as it confines itself to self-satisfied contemplation. 

Adorno, ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’, in Prisms, trans. E.B. Ashton

‘No poetry after Auschwitz’: so I said
In 1947, and place
That truth among the axioms that must hold
For anyone who truly knows
What ‘Auschwitz’ signifies, who’s heard or read
The least unspeakable of those
Survivor-narratives that, soon as told,
Should have the poet turn his face
From artefacts that spurn the silent dead.

They say, my critics, ‘How explain the case
Of Paul Celan who strove, instead,
To face the worst in poetry and chose
To break apart the lyric mould
In telling ways, to wrench prosodic space
Where unknown griefs lay unconsoled,
Yet still found room in poetry, not prose,
For words that resolutely shed
All art but comes by truth’s elective grace’.

No facile triumphs here, yet I’ll make bold
To say Celan’s achievement goes
To make my case since he, though lately wed
To rhyme’s returns and metric pace
As checks on excess feeling uncontrolled
By intellect, now looks to brace
Himself less formally against the dread
Night-thoughts too hideous to close
Off tight in some poetic manifold.

Some think to save my edict, keep the fact
Of Celan’s war-time and post-war
Poetic mastery from making plain,
Through testimonial witness, my
Unseemly rush to judgment. They’d extract
Me from its consequences by
Their failed though well-meant efforts to maintain
I’d only censure verse that bore
Those truths too easily, its nerves intact.

Not so: the one allowance I’d implore
Of those who championed or attacked
My dictum is that they’d for once apply
To my words, too, the thought of pain
Expressed in ways not over-keen to draw
Their easy sympathy or gain,
By heart-to-heart, a pretext to deny
Myself and them what’s needed to exact
Unspoken truths from statements plain yet raw.

Read ‘Todesfuge’, sense how tight a rein
Those rhymes are on, how hard he’ll try
To honour the self-abnegating pact
With poetry that had him store
Them up, his griefs and miseries, restrain
All truth-free flights of metaphor,
And let no lyric processing redact
The stuff of memory or belie
The date his mother boarded the death-train.

Think only, when you say my statement lacked
Perspective, depth of insight, or
The untold anguish that had him abstain
From ‘opening up’ – think only why
My writings, like his poems, had the tact
(A bourgeois grace, no doubt) to shy
From revelations in subjective vein
Or brooding on the wrongs they bore,
Those exiled souls, lost tribes of Kristallnacht.

Neither his way nor mine, the hearts they wore
On sunshine sleeves, the grievance-racked
Yet classroom-ready verse, the pumpkin-pie
Reports from hell, and that refrain
Of every homeless scribbler keen to score
Both ways, have no new world profane
His Heimatweh yet, under its bright sky,
Have no such sentiments diffract
And spoil the vistas of a sunlit shore.

Too ausländisch by far, too tramontane,
We German poet-thinkers, he and I,
Our handy travel-cases always packed
Lest the alarm-bells ring once more
And, as I warned, the US native grain
Of freedom-worship prove at core
Another fascist bout, a second-act
Reprise of all that urged we fly
Our now unheimlich home, our blessing-bane.

It’s how we each survived the Kulturschlacht,
Celan and I, lived in the maw
Of one beast, dared to tweak another’s mane,
And, for myself, can testify
How that remark of mine came backed
By his authority, his eye
For how poetic artifice can feign
Truth’s accent yet make good the flaw
Where soul and form both shape the artefact.

The words had scarce appeared when first I saw
How things would go, how they’d react,
The cultural commentariat, and spy
Their chance to call me out, arraign
My ill-conceived prognosis, and ignore
How closely it approached the strain
Of chastened threnody, the stifled cry
Of rhymes suppressed and accents cracked
That he and I did conjoint penance for. 
































‘In the style of . . . ‘

Among the forms tried out by Borchardt there was no lack of remodelled folk-songs. Shunning the phrase ‘In popular style’ he calls them instead ‘In the style of the people’. But that sounds like ‘In the name of the law’. In the renovator-poet lurks the Prussian policeman.
								‘Monograms’

‘In the style of the people’: that’s my schtick,
Good folksy stuff to get the lads on board.
They tell our folk which other folk to kick!

‘In the name of . . . . ‘ - the next word’s yours to pick,
Though ‘law’ might leap from your misgivings-hoard
And hit your fragile mind-screen like a brick.

It’s songs as well as Nazi heels that click
When Volkisch words and feelings strike a chord
And vitalise the body politic!

What if some low-life type, some Bolshevik,
Hits off the style but swivels it toward
His party-line, the old Brecht-Eisler trick?

No problem: all that brainy stuff may tick
The bolshie-box but it’s the mouse that roared:
We’ll see that they’re the ones with wounds to lick.

Your commies may have their fair share of slick
Songsmiths but we street-fighters can afford
To bang our message home and make it stick.

Our folksy words and mother’s-knee tunes thick
With Schwarmerei suit those who think ‘abroad’
Starts where the German soul feels Heimat-sick.

Add blood-and-soil to woo the land-lorn hick
With songs that leave the opposition floored:
No match for that, your lefty clever-dick.

Land, Volk und Lied: our native bailiwick,
Our souls attuned, our destiny restored!
Those Bayerisch strains still touch us to the quick.




































Exile: Oxford

Only what they do not need first to understand, they consider understandable; only the word coined by commerce, and really alienated, touches them as familiar. Few things contribute so much to the demoralization of intellectuals. Those who would escape it must recognise the advocates of communicability as traitors to what they communicate.
‘Morality and Style’

Nor does it seem particularly plausible that, after having been dismissed from his post at Frankfurt in the first round of Nazi purges of Jews from academic positions, he would opt to remain in Germany writing music criticism, or that – when it gradually dawned on him that the new regime was not about to collapse – he would wind up at Oxford pursuing a second doctorate with Gilbert Ryle, rubbing shoulders with A. J. Ayer, Maurice Bowra, and Isaiah Berlin before eventually re-establishing contact with Horkheimer.
				James Schmidt, ‘Adorno Considers a Career Change’	

‘Why this is hell, nor am I out of it.’
The Oxford dons exchange their small-talk, quote
Their Latin tags, retail some trivial bit
Of College news or gossip, pause to note
My silence, then start up. ‘Next time, don’t sit
Too close to him, that German chap who wrote
Those clever articles but doesn’t fit,
Makes no attempt, just got straight off the boat
And thought his Marxist notions would outwit
Us dupes of ideology who dote
On ‘ordinary language’ or commit
The sin, for him, of choosing to devote
Our time to studying the holy writ
Of dead white bourgeois thinkers. Gets his goat,
It does, the least suggestion we should quit
The heights of abstract thinking  just to float
Around in shallow waters with a kit
Of half-baked intuitions and promote
The common-sense illusions that they pit
Themselves so mightily against, those rote-
Based Marxist catechists. They’d sooner slit
The Warden’s or the Senior Tutor’s throat
Than have some addle-pated pompous Brit
Make common usage his excuse to gloat
When faced with intellectuals like this Schmidt
(Adorno, was it?) out to trail their coat,
Abuse our hospitality, and hit
Us hard with all the heavy stuff they tote’.

I know, I’m over-stating it, the ‘hell’
Of sitting here at Merton, quaffing wine,
Being asked (less often recently) to tell
My exile’s tale while other Fellows dine
And lend me half an ear. I know it well,
That look of sufferance that warns me mine
Is just the kind of language-game to spell
Bad consequences, problems up the line,
Or false dilemmas upon which to dwell
With a faith-seeker’s zeal. These they’d define
As speech-‘bewitchments’, certain to impel
The victims way off-course, like Gadarene swine,
And have them swarm across the edge pell-mell,
Instead of harkening to the anodyne
Yet soul-restoring message that would quell
Such pointless mental tumult by its fine
Capacity to sound the warning bell
When language goes on holiday. ‘Resign
Yourself to life in our quiet citadel’,
The message goes, ‘do homage at the shrine
Of ordinary language, and you’ll jell
With us alright, relax that mental spine,
And let some easy table-talk dispel
The thought of you, like poor old Wittgenstein
In Cambridge, shut up tight within his shell
Of sanctity. Why think it asinine,
Your fellow-dons’ unwillingness to sell
Their birthright for a mess of Byzantine
Locutions, plus a prose-style apt to swell
In verbal bulk as thought and sense decline?’

I move among them like a restless shade,
Their scholar-gypsy redivivus, here
At their kind invitation yet soon made
To feel once more the exile’s constant fear
Of dark suspicions wordlessly conveyed,
Of stealthy whispers, words that catch my ear
Like playground taunts. Such were the sounds that stayed
Around to haunt me when the Nazi jeer
Spoke Kristallnacht to come, the boot-brigade,
The Reichstag fire, and all that told me: ‘clear
Off now or stick it out with those who’ve stayed,
Your intellectual friends, and see what we’re
All set to do with you lot when we’ve played
Our winning hand and closed the last frontier
With you shut tight inside’. If I parade
This cursed life-history like some cut-price Lear
Who spurns his second chance with insults paid
Where gratitude is owed, please think how near
The bone it cuts, that ‘call a spade a spade’
Insistence on plain usage, or that sneer
Of social condescension that conveyed,
This evening at High Table, how severe
Their judgment when we fail to make the grade,
Us Ausländer so anxious to appear
More clued-up heirs of Hegel that we trade
Good sense, plus table manners, just to cheer
The Zeitgeist on, like Hitler’s motorcade
With us to keep the juggernaut in gear.

And yet I’m oddly spellbound by their style,
Those fellow-diners (not inclined to seek
Them out elsewhere), Isaiah Berlin and Ryle,
The one so comically resolved to speak
A plummy Oxford English and beguile
Not just the members of that tiny clique
But any radio listener prone to while
Their time away by spotting all the Greek
Or Latin tags, and the other apt to smile
At my Hegelian-Marxist ways but sneak
In the odd condescending touch. Thus: ‘I’ll
Reserve a few spare reading-hours this week
And try to see what you Teutonophile
Deep thinkers with your bother-head mystique
Of jargon might have tucked beneath that pile
Of arcane verbiage’. A vicious streak
In him, no doubt, a touch of scholar-guile,
As in the subtle gibes that sometimes peek
Through their unruffled prose, or in the smile
I just see flit across the Oxford cheek
When ‘continental’ jargon-words defile
The after-dinner chat, or some oblique
Hint of a world beyond this blessed isle
Ensures you’ll dine sans company this week.

So why the fascination, why suppose
(Against such evidence) that maybe there’s
More to them, some odd quality that goes
Beyond the schoolboy bonhomie and shares
With me the urgent need to diagnose
The verbal slip that takes us unawares,
The category-mistake whence error grows,
That ‘ghost in the machine’ that caused the heirs
Of Descartes so much trouble, and the shows
Of misplaced concreteness that soon laid snares
In thinking’s path. No get-out clause for those
Inclined to kick all problems straight upstairs,
Have myths supply what dialectic owes,
And play the sophist’s game of splitting hairs
When cornered. Then they’re driven to disclose
What every special-interest clause declares:
That nothing so effectively bestows
The Reich’s esteem or wins prestigious chairs
As (and I’m with Ryle here) a well-trained nose
For any going line of talk that squares
With academic norms, yet done in prose
That trades on ‘authenticity’ and bears
Itself as if the voice of Being chose
Its words in answer to an epoch’s prayers.

An exile’s paranoia, you’ll surmise,
My fancying I hear, in that high tone
Of Oxford privilege, the way they’d size
You up, those budding Nazi types I’d known
From schooldays on. Their gift was to devise
Some playground torment or some insult shown
To rub your rawest spot, to advertise
Your secret shame, or tempt you to disown
What’s dearest to you – all the things you prize
Most highly: poets, music, friends you’ve grown
To love as soul-mates, and the closest ties
Of family and kin beyond whose zone
Some threat then lay, and here in Oxford lies,
Behind the jovial talk. ‘Your cover’s blown’,
Those accents say, ‘your plausible disguise
As fellow-academics cruelly thrown
On hard times when, in truth, you’re tricksters wise
To all the latest thinking, sadly prone
To give yourselves away when you reprise
Some text from that sesquipedalian bone-
Head Hegel. Then you simply plagiarise
His bad ideas, negate them through your own
Up-ended dialectic, and surprise
High Table with results that you alone,
All you Hegelian-Marxist-Freudian guys,
Could find it in your conscience to condone.’

I grant you, it’s a neat enough vignette,
The two of us in Hall, a scene to please
The ironists and all who like to bet
On what might be the Zeitgeist’s latest wheeze,
Like listening in on our forced tête-à-tête.
We both take myths apart, he with the ease
Of style conferred by Oxford etiquette,
Fine-slicing concepts like the rarest cheese,
While I, stone guest, untune our fine duet
With thoughts like notes from some uncouth reprise
Of all the ‘continental’ stuff he’d set
Himself to diagnose: a thought-disease!
And yet . . . . I keep repeating that ‘and yet’,
That barely willed acknowledgment that he’s
My reject alter ego, my ill-met
Companion out to steal the master-keys,
Crack every combination ever set
By sage philosophers lest thought should tease
Itself past reason’s scope, and then regret
How its old empire crumbles by degrees.
So Ryle junks Descartes plus the unpaid debt
Run up by his mind-locked epigones
While I, by pincer movement, voice the threat
That dialectic’s self-inflicted squeeze
May not, at last, find strength enough to get
Well clear of this High Table or appease
The ghost of Banquo-Marx that has me fret
Lest thought breed more symposiasts like these!
























Against Perfection

‘Perfection’, as Nietzsche put it, ‘should not have become’, that is, it should not appear made. Yet the more consequentially it distances itself, through perfection, from making, the more fragile its own made existence necessarily becomes: the endless pains to eradicate the traces of making injure works of art and condemn them to be fragmentary.

		 					‘Art-Object’

1

‘In truth alone can art’s perfection lie;
How find it out if not by gift of taste?’
Two claims you’ll know the bourgeois critic by.

The truth’s revealed when language, on the sly,
Has ‘lie’ (sense one) by ‘lie’ (sense two) replaced.
It’s truth that art’s perfection must deny.

Taste seeks the perfect artwork, and that’s why
The bourgeois artworld’s so supremely graced
With works as fine as auction bids run high.

Seek truth and you’ll acquire a canny eye
For those whose tasteful beauties may be traced
To having no truth-principles apply.

Taste says: let me decide, don’t think to pry
Where shared beliefs require a verdict based
On equal slices of the judgement-pie.

It’s the same view those aesthetes take who try
To pass the truth-buck lest they’re promptly faced
With proof that ‘truth is beauty’ just won’t fly.

Too many mouldy pies in that dark sky,
Bright lives, like Keats’s, too soon gone to waste.
‘Whom the gods love’: see how they blaze and die!

What’s perfect has the connoisseur deny
Its making, deem its history erased,
Cast off along with every human tie. 

No maker’s craft or skill but some decry
Its touch of mere banausic cut-and-paste.
Odi profanum: let them not come nigh!

Construct or artwork: how shall techne vie
With pure poiesis, not reply ‘thou sayst’
When it’s the maker-types they’d  crucify?


2

Taste lays it down: perfection can’t be made!
No Herkunft, no enquiring why or whence.
Sprung fully formed, all art that makes the grade.

So they opine, those critics amply paid
To tell the burghers art’s their last defence
Against the crass demands of cash and trade.

Let art’s rough draggings-up not be displayed
By tracking genesis at form’s expense:
The plea of every fine-arts light brigade!

The perfect work of art’s then one that’s laid
Its coming-forth aside and lost all sense
Of living change as mortal prospects fade.

For what’s to halt the cracks as they invade
Art’s fragile citadel and re-commence
The work of time, the waiting ambuscade?

No artwork more minutely self-betrayed
Than that which touts its ideal permanence
And scorns to call the maker’s gift in aid.

Note how it’s Yeats’s thought of ‘bodies swayed
To music’ tips us off we may dispense
With timeless symbols perfectly arrayed.

It says: let things eternal not upbraid
Our finite lot so long as their pretence
Shows clear in every temporal glissade.

Despise production, let perfection jade
Your art, your judgement, your intelligence;
Then history’s revenge, though long-delayed,

Will show up in the patchy masquerade,
The fragments, gaps, and other evidence
Of how how it goes, the fine-art rule obeyed
By making’s self-owned lack of consequence.






















Damaged Life

1 ‘Speaks for itself’

He who wishes to know the truth about life in its immediacy must scrutinize its estranged form, the objective powers that determine individual existence even in its most hidden recesses . . . . our perspective of life has passed into an ideology which conceals the fact that there is life no longer.
‘Dedication’

Our only hope: eschew the false appeal
To plain appearances, to those that tout
Self-evidence or seek to vanquish doubt
By citing stock perceptions that congeal,
Like thick-laid limpets, round the rusty keel
Of intellect and bid us filter out
Whatever counter-evidence might flout
The rule of mental custom to reveal
Bad truths long kept from view. Should we presume
To speak them plain then we’ll risk falling back,
Once more, into the lie-encrusted tomb
Of fake immediacy where moguls stack
The culture-goods to see that we exhume
No life-remains through some unnoticed crack.

Trust them, the trash-conveyancers, to scout
For openings, strike the best crack-filler deal,
And put the final, mind-annulling seal
Of mute complicity on those devout
In culture’s cause yet keen to set about
Its imminent destruction through their zeal
For all that draws its devotees to kneel
At Mammon’s shrine as taste-dictators shout
Their hit-list requisites. See how each hack
Reviewer, Sunday critic or new-broom
Arts editor finds some compliant claque
To nurture till the bosses need more room
For culture-conquest and a willing pack
Of servile social ‘influencers’ to groom.

2 Pastoral

There is no longer beauty or consolation except in the gaze falling on horror, withstanding it, and in unalleviated consciousness of negativity holding fast to the possibility of what is better.

Herr Doktor, das ist schön von Euch: humble thanks of an old peasant to Faust for consorting with a popular crowd at Easter (Goethe’s Faust, Part One).

Every visit to the cinema leaves me, against all my vigilance, stupider and worse.

						‘How nice of you, Doctor’

‘How nice of you, Herr Doktor; how we cheer
Your condescending thus to grace our scene
Of peasant revels, bless our village-green
Festivities with all your scholar’s gear
Of learning, ancient wisdom, secrets we’re
Too ignorant to grasp, and leave us keen
For any further chance to contravene
The Wirklichkeitsprinzip and opt for sheer
Escapist Träumerei. It’s all we rude
Mechanicals require, that source of bliss
You offer us, that lifting of our mood
By means of fantasies too sweet to miss,
That ticket to the brief beatitude
Of dream-world love sealed by a dream-world kiss.’

No simple pleasure now that doesn’t mean
We’ve closed our eyes to all that cost us dear
In that fake paradise, that techno-sphere
Of wish-fulfilment where the silver screen
Lets us, our own projectors, have the sheen
Of Hollywood romance take every fear,
Hope, wish, regret, and lingering souvenir
Of good times past and use the dream-machine
To play them back. It’s why we sit there glued
To magazines when starlets reminisce
About the making of some movie crude
Enough, in truth, for audiences to hiss
Off-screen if they’d at last cease to delude
Themselves that myth comes true at truth’s abyss.





































Objects

Technology is making gestures precise and brutal, and with them men. It expels from movements all hesitation, deliberation, civility . . . The new human type cannot be adequately understood without awareness of what he is continuously exposed to from the world of things about him, even in his most secret innervations.

							‘Do not knock’

New windows: only sliding frames to shove,
No casements to discreetly close and latch.
All’s carried through with maximum dispatch,
Like Kinsey-sanctioned acts of married love.
The casement smooth, close-fitting as a glove,
The handle stiff, resistant, prone to catch.

What can it mean for us, the modern need
That doors of car or fridge be slammed, not led
To rest with guiding touch, that guests now tread
No garden-path, have no door-step to heed,
As they arrive chez nous through doors that lead
Direct from street to who knows – brunch or bed?

How reckon its effect on us, the car
With engine-power and speed enough to mow
Them down, pedestrians, cyclists, those too slow
To flee that hurtling new-age avatar
Of death, the motorist whose guiding star
Leads on with no thought-margin to bestow?

What dwelling-room have they whose houses face
Straight onto some main street or urban sprawl,
Whose home’s not bounded by a garden wall
Or, gardenless, who occupy a space
So ill-defined it might be any place
And they live there at any time at all?

Short answer: it’s in techno-land they dwell,
An object-realm that crowds out every kind
Of judgement or reflection till the mind,
Itself turned object-like, consents to quell
The last few scruples that else might rebel
When seized by thoughts of all they’d left behind.

The two things go together, strange to say:
The dumb passivity of minds content
To live like that, and the fascistic bent
Of those who strike out blindly as a way
To get their own back, make the thinkers pay,
And keep their dozing thought-dogs off the scent.

That’s what it echoes back from, that parade
Of Nazi thuggery that had its source
In blighted lives, in that gut-spawned divorce
Of thought from feeling that so quickly made
The mind a stage for gangsters who’d persuade
Their rentamob: no way if not by force!

Just keep your eye on them, those items thrown
Up constantly within the object-sphere
Or in the living-space where far and near
Once found some boundary that we could own,
Non-violently, as marking just the zone
Where thought pulled back from that wild-west frontier.

Aims lethally precise they have, those men
Who choose to hold the line, like those who make
The objects, map the precincts, or mistake
A nation’s good for what the statesman’s pen
May draw up on a moment’s whim and then
Redraw for glory’s or for profit’s sake.

In each case there’s no saving pause for thought,
No time to hesitate before that brute
Automatism kicks in like the boot
Of some unknown assailant who cuts short
A civilized existence, or the sort
Of power-grab launched with mental maps to suit.

No shielding subjects from the massed assault
Of objects where no subject’s left to shield,
Where every act comes duly signed and sealed
By brute decree, and all goes by default
As mind contracts and robot-troops exalt
The power accrued when hold-out thinkers yield.

































‘Bless You, Guv’nor’

To play off workers’ dialects against the written language is reactionary. Leisure, even pride and arrogance, have given the language of the upper classes a certain independence and self-discipline. It is thus brought into opposition to its own social sphere.

Proletarian language is dictated by hunger. The poor chew words to fill their bellies.

If the written language codifies the estrangement of classes, redress cannot lie in regression to the spoken . . . . Only a speaking that transcends writing by absorbing it can deliver human speech from the lie that it is already human.

‘Not Half Hungry’

1

Words bite the lords of language in their pride.
No boss-class code so strong within its sphere
That sense not buckle, meanings not collide,
And they, past masters, not have language veer
Yet further from intent with each new steer,
Each bid to crush the rebels, claim the high-
Ground back from hoi polloi, and so appear,
To vassal eyes, best placed to purify
The language of the tribe where forced awry.

Attend more closely, hear them slip and slide,
Those master-tongues that lose their losel-sneer
As the old boss-class principle ‘divide
And rule’ strikes back, as discord frets the ear
More socially attuned, and it’s through sheer
Excess of power abused that words supply
Their own destruction-kits, coarse accents queer
The lordly pitch, and language-gremlins vie
For their big chance to tweak the old school tie.

Merely the thought ‘let rule of law abide’,
Where it’s the masters’ law, their rule, that we’re
Enjoined to keep, may show what lurks inside
Those placid tones, how meanings decohere,
Speech-acts misfire, and language stumbles near
The limit of its power to occupy
Stage-centre as the groundlings hoot and jeer,
While lead-roles fade and bit-parts multiply
Till lords lack words to know each other by.

Just parse their mangled speech if you ask why’d
The toffs let language-upsets interfere
With forms of power and privilege long tried
Against the social odds. For then it’s clear
How low taunts high-class as the Fool taunts Lear,
How rogues may flourish as the heroes die,
Or how a nervous stutter throws from gear
The speech-machine that spins the old class-lie
To both alike, great lord and little guy.


2

Meanwhile the wealth-gap grows, the rich disclaim
All conscience-calls, iniquities accrue,
And capital takes leave to kill or maim
Its victims by the million, those who chew
The master’s language, gnaw his words, and do
Their best to supplement the chicken-feed
They’re paid with gobbets from the human zoo,
Raw chunks of verbiage that meet their need
To get the boss-talk shredder up to speed.

Don’t call it negative, a mark of shame
Or self-defeat, that will to follow through
On capital’s grand plan to fix the game
With this, their counter-move: turn the air blue
With speech-forms wrenched and twisted out of true,
Yet actively repurposed to exceed
In force of utterance the most those few
Smooth-tongued exploiters manage though they bleed
The workers dry: poor souls, unfit to plead!

Think rather they’ve a mind to smash the frame
Of lordly talk, those Luddites born anew
To tend and hand it on, the leaping flame
Of hope and fierce despair that gives the cue
To bards and shop-floor militants to screw
That boss-class grammar, raid their word-hoard, breed
A bastard diction on their stock, and hew
Speech-forms unheard-of through a union freed
From capital’s old mix of lust and greed.

Late on, see how the bosses strive to tame
That wild insurgency, suborn the crew,
Persuade them that the captain’s only aim
Was their life-betterment, that two plus two
Makes five, yet find the tactic knocked askew
By each new case of master’s word-made-deed
When capital backs off, says let them stew
In their subaltern juice, and hoists its creed
To the old masthead for the plebs to read.


3

Still don’t be fooled by those who seek redress
For suchlike wrongs by telling us ‘Beware
The written word, abjure the printing-press,
Commit no “literature”, and crave no share
In that high culture with its cash-to-spare
Barbarians, philistines, and wannabee
Maecenas-types who’ll spot creative flair
And slip you twenty bucks, then wait to see
Their one-book wonder die in poverty’.

Chief error: to suppose you’re any less
In thrall to the corrupting taint they bear,
Those new Lord Chesterfields, if you profess
Allegiance to the spoken word, treat their
Inducements with disdain, and make your rare
Print-utterance stick devoutly to the free-
Verse style that lets no literary care
For ‘style’ or ‘form’ provide the bourgeoisie
With your rock-bottom loyalist guarantee.

Count them mere niceties, like formal dress
Or etiquette, then see how this falls square
With the old code of bourgeois tastefulness
That deems verse-content just so much hot air
And verse-form ‘not a true, but painted chair’,
Thus showing it will bend the votive knee
To any demagogue who thinks all’s fair
Where rhetoric’s concerned, or tune its key
To any fool’s or fraud’s mob-oratory.

That’s why performance poets retrogress
A turn or two back down the winding stair
To when speech lacked for written means to stress
The structures, stanza-forms, and textual clair-
Obscur that, up ahead, would help repair
Time’s damages through skilful prosody,
Just as, by dint of writing, one might dare
Match wits with Socrates in texts that he
Vouchsafed through his right-hand epigone. 

How else should recollection self-assess,
Take further thought, lay contradictions bare,
Unless by what constrains us to confess
‘So reads our mental script, yet now see where
More recent notes decree the details err,
And bids us overwrite them!’. Think to flee
The evil touch of writing and you’ll snare
Your thoughts in ancient error, get to be
The dupe of falsehood, dumped on error’s quay.

Hear Cockneys and Berliners second-guess
The script of history entre deux guerres,
And catch the social side of it, the ‘bless
You, guv’nor’ chat-routine that masks despair
Behind the steady stream of who’s-to-care
Reminders that a spot of repartee
May yield another answer to the prayer
That mindful talk, wit-scripted, come to free
Itself from custom’s thought-monopoly.



































Little Nails

My earliest memory of Brahms . . . is ‘Cradle Song’. Complete misunderstanding of the text: I did not know that the word used there for carnations – Näglein – referred to flowers, but took it to mean the little nails, drawing pins, with which the curtain round my cot was thickly studded, so that the child, shielded from every chink of light, could sleep in unending peace without fear . . . . Nothing, for us, can fill the place of undiminished darkness except the unconscious dark.

							‘Regressions’

From child to adult, error holds its charms.
No flower to match those curtain-pins or vie
With them for power to ward off darkest fears
By shielding me from daylight wakefulness.

No music conjures childhood quite like Brahms,
No other piece quite like his ‘Lullaby’
For fears and joys relived across the years
And threats held off till curse should turn to bless.

Still we hear safety in the voice that calms,
The mother’s song, the words that satisfy
Our adult need when some new threat appears
To raise the spectre of that old distress.

Yet who shall say what real or fancied harms
Once loomed beyond the curtain where I’d lie,
Half-wakened and half-knowing its frontiers
Would yield should day-fears wrench and re-possess.

Why say a thinker’s care or scholar’s qualms
Must have me now make light of that which I
Once found, through ignorance, could stem my tears
And wind me close in Brahms’s song-caress.

Cradle and song stand in for mother’s arms,
That’s clear, though weary exiles may ask why
The metonymic chain so often veers
Off course to mark them down: no fixed address!

For there’s no end to real and false alarms,
To pogroms signalled by a distant cry,
Or rumoured savageries that reach our ears
Despite the music’s call: regress, regress!

Then infant lullabies turn adult balms,
Those lifelong cradle-substitutes that try,
Each time, to re-erase all souvenirs
Of how, each time, the comfort-yield grew less.



























Homecoming
To a child returning from a holiday, home seems new, fresh, festive. Yet nothing has changed there since he left. Only because duty has now been forgotten, of which each piece of furniture, window, lamp, was otherwise a reminder, is the house given back this sabbath peace, and for minutes one is at home in a never-returning world of rooms, nooks and corridors in a way that makes the rest of life there a lie.
							‘Second Harvest’
Each item seen afresh, things commonplace
Or workaday before but now renewed,
At our homecoming, through the touch of grace
Lent annually by that brief interlude.
They stand as usual, fixities in space
And mundane time, yet for some hours imbued
With all that slows time’s passage to the pace
Of sabbath rest and blissful quietude.
Window, lamp, furniture: to any eye
But that of childhood nothing in the scene
Had changed save dust to sweep and damp to dry,
While rooms, nooks, corridors that once had been
My humdrum haunts gave habitude the lie:
When vision dawns what room for old routine?

Let’s grant, it’s such routines we’re guided by,
Safe routes on one side of the memory-screen
Whose other side gives views we’re apt to shy
Away from, us old hands, lest we careen
Through doors and passageways till we espy
Some unfamiliar nook tucked tight between
Old favourite hidey-holes and opt to try,
Or not, as dreams or cautions intervene.
Yet it’s a wavy borderline we trace,
One criss-crossed every time we adults brood
On chances lost for risks we couldn’t face,
On early joys renounced to suit a mood
Of late despair, or – frequently my case – 
On hopes let go through setbacks long accrued.

The child knows best: let adulthood embrace
Their wishful dream and it may yet exclude
Those sops to Cerberus that else debase
Thought’s currency and leave its compass skewed
From hope’s magnetic North, its annual race
To best the slaves of custom in their feud
With every brightening glance that courts disgrace
In eyes to household fixtures long subdued.
So too with all wage-labour: once deny
The rule of capital, that brute machine,
And feast-day radiance would light the sky
Of lives now blighted, penny-pinched and mean
As profit’s law decrees we live and die
In fruitless toil, perpetual quarantine.

Some days the child returns and I ask why
That rapt homecoming, that especial sheen
On objects any checklist could supply
Since scheduled for a weekly dust or clean,
All mystery aside? He answers: as they fly,
Those adult years, and senses grow less keen,
You’ll find yourself in greater need of my
Now dimly recollected gift to glean
Such joys from homely stuff. They’ll interlace
Across life-stages, episodes that you’d
Long since have wiped from memory’s database
Had window, lamp and fixtures not pursued
You from those memory-nooks in playful chase
Through corridors more conjured up than viewed.










Dream-Catchers

Between ‘there came to me in a dream’ (es träumte mir) and ‘I dreamt’ lie the ages of the world. But which is the more true? No more than it is spirits who send the dream, is it the ego that dreams.’
						Adorno, ‘Monograms’

We say ‘I dreamt . . . ‘, and then devise some way
To cast that ‘I’ conjointly in the role
Of teller, witness, chorus, addressee,
Omniscient narrator, clueless guy
Like Holmes’s Watson, lead-part in the play
Or bit-part, kicker of the winning goal
Or fumbling goalie: blissed-out reverie
Or stressed-out cursing as the ball goes by.

No dream but had some message to convey,
The Ancients thought, some import that the soul
Might dwell upon, though messages could be
Truth-bearing or deceptive, sent to try
Our powers of divination or betray
Our vices, frailties, lack of self-control,
Or how the Gates of Horn and Ivory
Left folk in doubt what dreams should signify.

That’s how they thought of dreams back in the day,
As missives sent by gods or fate to bowl
Them out with jump-cuts to futurity,
Dream-catchers in reverse that caught the eye
Of inward sense and conjured things that they,
Day-exiles let out strictly on parole,
Found enigmatic since they lacked the key
That only night-side émigrés supply.

Yet face it: we’re no better placed to pay
The piper, we whose efforts to cajole
Some favourite Freudian tune confess that he,
The analyst, has twigged our alibi,
Latched on as our internal émigré,
And shown our minds, like Shelley’s fading coal,
To gleam beneath the day-time thought-debris
In Id’s domain where Ego fears to pry.

Both wrong, both ghosts we dreamers need to lay,
Those tales of gods and oracles that troll
Our night-thoughts still, and that apostasy,
That flight from Freud’s best insights, that would tie
Our psychic health to signs that all’s OK
With us and ours, that ego’s now made whole,
And lucid dream-worlds leave their heroes free
To make ‘get on in life!’ their do-or-die.

For still they prowl, those demons held at bay,
Disrupt our narratives, extract their toll,
And faze us with the nightly syncope
Induced when ‘it dreamt me’ sends thought awry
Yet has us not forget that, when we say
‘I dreamt . . . ’, we’re vainly setting up as sole
Authorities or rulers by decree
Where each peripety gives that the lie.


















Unhomely Truths

Grassy seat: allusion to the lines of a well-known German song: Der liebste Platz den ich auf Erden hab’,/das ist die Rasenbank am Elterngrab (The dearest spot I have on earth/is the grassy seat by my parents’ grave).

One of the Nazis’ symbolic outrages is the killing of the very old. Such a climate fosters a late, lucid understanding with our parents, as between the condemned . . . . The violence done to them makes us forget the violence they did.

With the family there passes away, while the system lasts, not only the most effective agency of the bourgeoisie, but also the resistance which, though repressing the individual, also strengthened, perhaps even produced him.

							Adorno, ‘Grassy Seat’

The bourgeois family: before you call
For its demise (you’ve cause enough – no end 
To all the internecine conflicts, all
The torments and afflictions that attend
Our roles in it) – before that, maybe lend
A thought to how the family may produce,
By bitter jest, the one means to defend
Its victims from such deadlier abuse
As those beyond its sphere may suddenly let loose.

Time was it kept real savageries at bay,
Afforded those case-hardened in the feud
Of generations a non-lethal way
To deal with it, absorb the hurts accrued,
Treat parents warily, like sibling brood,
And so develop just the range of tough
Though sensitive responses to preclude,
As if by psychic vaccine, all the stuff
That Nazi commandants would dole out soon enough.

That’s how they broke through all the limits set
By Oedipal restriction, by the rule
‘Just keep it in the family, don’t let
Those new barbarians unspool
X-rated footage from the vestibule
Of hell where, even now, they plan to kill
The elders, cull your parents, ridicule
Your queasy wish that such desires not spill
From fantasy to handgun, rope, or poison-pill’.

That jackboot chorus, ‘What are they to you?’,
Aims straight at us, their children, fit to age
Us years in minutes, and for them a clue,
Perhaps, to wordless fears or else a gauge
Of family tensions, murmurings offstage,
And all the sentiments so long repressed
But still inscribed on some forgotten page
Deep buried in the Freudian palimpsest
Of unavowed desires abruptly manifest.

Perhaps it always cast that awkward spell,
The children come of age and half-aware
Of parents growing weaker, not so well
Set up, in mind or body, to get their
Old way by force, and then the growing share
Of pent anxiety those offspring feel
As they reflect on how the kids they care
For now, three decades on, will likely deal
With Mum and Dad at that next turn of fortune’s wheel.

Strange how it comes about in times of hate
And fear run wild, that sense of father-son
Or mother-daughter quarrels healed, that late 
And lucid knowledge that old feuds begun
In better times may end their lengthy run
When states turn lethal, old age offers no
Security, and care for number one
Gives way to care that each child-parent show
Forgiveness, love and pity for the next to go.

Call it a truce between them, brought about
By junior’s knowing he now lacks the means
To safeguard them, the elders, or by doubt
That even those long dwelt-on childhood scenes
Of bottled-up resentment, plus the teens
Spent hating them, could ever justify
His not now striving for the might-have-beens
Of parent-child relation, or the tie
That comes of knowing ‘there but for God’s grace go I’.

‘A grassy seat’, the song says, a dear spot
Close by the parents’ grave where one may sit,
Commune with them, and fondly tend the plot
That conjures nothing but reflections fit
For filial breasts or feelings requisite
To family’s future good. No harm if then
You add the Freudian father-killing bit,
The Oedipal trilemma triggered when
Relations go askew but soon repressed again.

Not so with evil times: the Nazis wrecked
That innocent scenario, made of Freud
A scapegoat-exile, one who’d soon detect
(In his late writings) how the death-drive toyed
With such delusions, how it re-deployed
All pleasures in its service and took note
Of every act or thought we once enjoyed
So that, beneath its sway, we might devote
Our lives henceforth to pleasure’s dark-side antidote.

And worse: the Nazi hit-men with their pure,
Resistless drive to action made us think
That maybe they, our elders, could endure
Such thought-unhinging prospects and not blink
In terror just because some mental kink,
Some psychomachia, conferred the mix
Of contrarieties it took to link
Our stricken childhoods with their lethal fix
As tyrannisers thrown beneath the tyrant’s kicks.

Maybe it’s what their parents did to them,
Not what they did to us, that makes them seem,
At last, not co-defendants we’d condemn
For that perverse complicity or deem
Malignant variations on the theme
Of bourgeois guilt but fellow victims caught,
As now we see, in that non-opt-out scheme
Whose final benefit, though dearly bought,
May be their ‘case won’ verdict in some higher court.

It’s why I say we’d best not jump at that
Quick-fix solution that would have us scrap
The ‘bourgeois family’, as if to bat
The thing away might open every trap
Laid down in its long history, or cap
The power-crazed tale with some redemptive twist
That cut it short yet quickly proved to sap
What strength we’d gained through learning to enlist
Familial counter-powers that drove us to resist.

We used to hate their posing as the stern
Naysayers to our childish Lustprinzip,
Those chiefly set in place to have us learn
Reality’s sharp lessons and so keep
From idle fantasies except when sleep
(Their rule: early to rise, early to bed!)
Allowed some bliss-corrupted dream to creep
Up on us till, dawn-chorus-roused, they said
‘Get up now, don’t just lie there!’ as the visions fled.

Yet now we’d Nazi youngsters more ‘adult’,
More sober-serious, keener to assert
Their Wirklichkeitprinzip or deadly cult
Of sacrifice than those grown-ups who hurt
Us into hatred, spoke of ‘just desert’
For short-lived joys, and saw that no day passed 
Without some trivial lapse they’d soon convert
Into the kind of sin much better classed,
We thought, with other uses for their graveside grass.

Behold the Hitlerjugend, rank on rank
Of fresh-faced boys, all robot-drilled and freed
From thought’s encumbrance; then ask what’s to thank
For this late-dawning bond, this mutual need
To call in question the old roles that we’d
Been over-willing to take on, since now
They stood before us, parents set to plead
Forgiveness, mere humanity, or how
They’d cared for us so far as custom might allow.

Kill not thy father: that’s the law they flout
Who flout all law, a misdeed that resounds
Across the ages, echoing fit to rout
The mighty dead, transgress the furthest bounds
Of homely Oedipus, then do the rounds
Of every moral outrage apt to make,
Like those blond boys, a difference that confounds
Old differences for those who have their stake
In shared guilt and forgiveness for survival’s sake.

Yet still they eye us cautiously as years
Accrue, as they grow old and call to mind
Once more the wrongs they did us, or the fears
We suffered then but now, as law of kind
Gives way to savagery, our fathers find
So cunningly recruited in the cause
Of every dark suspicion stacked behind
The lex talionis, wickedest of laws
Since only law’s eclipse reveals its exit-clause.












Censored

Perhaps a film that strictly and in all respects satisfied the code of the Hays Office might turn out a great work of art, but not in a world in which there is a Hays Office.

Love you will find only where you may show yourself weak without provoking strength.
							‘Monograms’

It might be taken in so many ways,
My point: ‘no folk that suffered such a code
Or let it regulate the films they showed
Would need the oversight of Mr Hays
To check their viewing, see the line they toed
Met their own rules (what else?), or didn’t goad
The censor into blocking their rapt gaze’.

Or else: ‘how think it fittingly bestowed,
That term “great art”, to any film that pays
Its dues to censorship and thus betrays
A willingness to stump up all that’s owed
To ‘good taste’ – or some latest US craze
For sexual abstinence – while drawing praise
For trash that porn-kings struggle to offload’.

Or then again: ‘why take “great work of art”,
When used by him, as if the two words “great”
And “art” were tributes to be taken straight,
Not hedged around but proffered hand-on-heart
By one who, let’s recall, could out-negate
The subtlest of negators and deflate
Art’s highest claims by yielding graft its part’.

The censors do their work, make sure to rate
The films OK or not against their chart
Of public decency, and so kick-start
The slide to sheer rock-bottom where debate
Turns more on which director’s crass yet smart
Enough to get stuff past the gate, then tart
It up for kindred types to estimate.

Last try: ‘the world of “great works” occupies
A space where Hays officials may not fear
To tread but where each step of theirs can veer
Off-track, each rule be tagged ‘this rule applies
No longer’, and each censor then appear
In just the film that has its viewers jeer
At any world he’d think to authorise’.

And there’s yet more to give us pause while we’re
About it, like how art that satisfies
The code but never meets the censor’s eyes
(Since it enjoys a world thankfully clear
Of prurient busybodies) might comprise
Some factor X, some quality to prize
Above those grasped within the Hays-frontier.

It’s fraught with paradox, that quip of mine,
But then, what chance the psychic wound could heal
More easily, the injury they feel,
Those wonder-struck filmgoers, when the shine
Wears off their idols after the last reel
And inner censors bristle to reveal
How far screen gods fall short of the divine.

Freud saw it plain, remarked to Jung that ‘we’ll
Bring plague with us’ as their ship neared the land
Of psyches cleft in twain like skulls trepanned
From deep within by the insane ideal
Of analyst and duped analysand,
That hexed all variants on the US brand
Of ego-therapy with sex-appeal.

A mythic stand-in, like the pineal gland
Of Descartes, his magician’s bid to heal
The rift of mind and body – so they spiel
The punters with that soothing contraband,
That swindler’s alibi, that lets them feel
How fantasy can set its fateful seal
On ego’s dearest hopes as id’s expand.

The mind’s its own Hays Office, keen to set
Its standards, keep officials firm in place
At likely trespass-points, but have them face
Both ways at once and so project the threat
To morals as if slouching from some place
Beyond our bounds, though on a route they trace
To our own border-posts, then closer yet.

Your board of censors: quick enough to chase
Code-violators down, ensure they get
The sex-scenes cut so protocols are met,
While thereby finding new sins to embrace,
Yet more erotic novelties to vet,
Fresh pleasures over which to fume and fret,
And new perversions for their knowledge-base.

Yet what perversion greater than the twist
Of power-corrupted ‘morals’ that would force
On art and life the censored ego’s course
Of least resistance, having us resist
Not films or works that stupidly endorse
The status quo but those that have their source
In art’s response to culture’s cushioned fist.

Blame the Hays Office if the new divorce-
Rates soar, if critics fuss about who kissed
Just whom and where, if fascist goons enlist
In art-watch squads, or the old vaulting-horse
Of public good allows the moralist
To have all human decencies dismissed
With some last censor’s flickering of remorse.






Commitment: Adorno/Brecht


Every work is an uncommitted crime.

				‘Second Harvest’


However little doubt there is about the [Brechtian] tone and its unmistakable quality . . . the tone is poisoned by the falseness of its politics. His lyrical voice has to make itself gravelly to do the job better, and it grates. The rough‑and‑tumble adolescent masculinity of the young Brecht already betrays the false courage of the intellectual who, out of despair about violence, short-sightedly goes over to a violent praxis of which he has every reason to be afraid.

			Adorno, ‘Commitment’, in Notes to Literature, Vol. 2


If we could learn to look instead of gawking,
We'd see the horror in the heart of farce,
If only we could act instead of talking,
We wouldn't always end up on our arse.

				Bertolt Brecht, The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui


Brecht to Adorno (1):

‘Each work a crime unacted’, so you say,
And try your best to make it stick,
That over-stated case,
By switching thought-tracks double-quick,
Pursuing arcane points the longest way
Around, and using every trick
In theory’s book to face
Them down, those critics out to prick
Your gloom-balloon and tweak your passion-play.

Yes, we know all about them, painters quick
To flatter tyrants, songsmiths base
Enough to take the pay
Of monsters, poets who’d embrace
The foulest kind of body politic
Where fame or fortune spur the chase,
Or canny types who’ll lay
Their bets in any patron-race
On selling out so swine can take their pick.

By all means chalk these up to art’s disgrace
But then let other types defray
The cost, like Bolshevik
Composers itching to convey
The new red dawn, or poets who’d still place
Class-politics above the sway
Of power that bids they lick
The boot of any latter-day
Dictator out to grab more living-space.


Adorno to Brecht (1):

Point taken, but your case – and let’s not duck
The issue – your own poems show
Me right since they reveal
What ways around we have to go
If we’re to learn from history and pluck
From past defeats the gift to know
When any brusque appeal
To man the barricades must blow
Our chances like a bargain too soon struck.

Likewise agreed: art as the overflow
Of private feelings can’t conceal
Its poverty or luck
Out always on the lyric deal
That lets it tweak the wish/truth ratio
As love desires when what we feel
May just turn out to buck
The consequential trend and steal
A march on those at home on truth’s plateau.

You’re like my students, splendid in their zeal
To hit the streets and have no truck
With ‘theory’, that old foe
Of hotheads with their what-the-fuck
Response to it (‘why reinvent the wheel?’)
And tendency to run amuck
As social tensions grow
While their crude slogans show they’re stuck
Way back where playground fights have most appeal.

I say it’s premature, their rush to man
The barricades, to cite class-war,
Injustice, crimes of state,
Mass poverty, and all they’d score
To capital’s account since it began
To rule our lives, if they ignore – 
Aside from how we rate
That verdict – what’s required before
They’re placed to carry through the rebel  plan.

It’s not just that the state will wipe the floor
With those brave souls who cannot wait
To jump the frying-pan,
But how they wipe the knowledge-slate,
Junk history, rail at ‘theory’, fail to draw
The lessons of their country’s late
Catastrophe, and ban
All thoughts that might at least dictate
Due caution to the riled-up sophomore.

They shun those thoughts of mine aimed to negate
The bright-side view, the rapid scan
That skips the fatal flaw,
The minutes-long attention-span,
And every hope that bids us celebrate,
Against all odds, those in the van
Of history’s reject-corps
Whose dreams survived no longer than
It took to give their Thermidor a date.

That’s why I wax Cassandra-like: to warn
Against false positives, or dwell
On all that makes their lure
So perilous, their spell
So hard to break; the plea of hope forlorn
That has us dream escape from hell
By some route deemed secure
From its return when wishes tell
A tale whose savage upshot greets the morn.

You, Bertolt Brecht, with your own tales to sell,
Pomes Penyeach, brass-tacks stuff, sure
To rouse the comrades, sworn
To smash the bourgeois idols – you’re
A shrewd string-puller, keen to ring the bell
Of empty promise in the pure
Since juvenile false dawn
Of revolutions that inure
Themselves against what history has to tell.

I say it’s by such knowledge we endure
The truth: that only prospects shorn
Of excess hope repel
The backward looker’s future scorn,
While those brave positives in your brochure
That don’t foretell defeat and mourn
Hope’s next-to-come farewell
Must thus be shown the sort to pawn
Truth’s empire for a quick sight-seers’ tour.


Brecht to Adorno (2):

I grant you, there are times for bona fide
High theorising when ad hoc
Solutions miss the boat
And your circumlocutions chock-
Full of thought-eddies may just catch a tide
Whose turn eludes a steady clock
But finds the antidote
To habit’s indurate tick-tock
In doubts fresh raised and queries multiplied.

Yet still I’d itch to say ‘just put a sock
In it’, that wordy stuff you wrote,
The endless clauses tied
In knotty sentences (I’d quote
One here if I could bear it), sure to block
All but those readers who’ll devote
Their lives to naught beside
The task of keeping sense afloat
In heavy seas and clear of Frankfurt Rock.

I know, my style of talk sticks in your throat,
Those slogans that you can’t abide,
Like all the culture-schlock
The scholar-mandarins deride
Because they think it’s simply got by rote,
Like some addictive folk-bromide
Pre-mixed with all the stock
Ingredients that best provide
A means to keep dope-pushers from the dock.

Reproach me as you will, Herr Doktor, chide
My simple-minded ways and mock
The way I write, but note:
It’s us left activists you knock,
Us lot who took big risks to save your hide,
You and your less than street-wise flock
Of studious types remote,
Till then, from any suchlike shock
To all the bourgeois norms that once applied.


Adorno to Brecht (3):

No stranger to me, that typecast idea 
Of yours that has me lost in thought,
A Hamlet loth to choose
Between his paths of action, caught
In travails of self-doubt where nothing’s clear
Except the need that I’m not brought
To face some plain j’accuse
Like yours, some activist retort
That greets my scruples with a passing jeer.

He’s always there, that stranger in my court
Of over-active conscience whose
Chief role’s to reappear,
A timely Fortinbras, with news
Of noble acts abroad, or some report
That bids me pay my craven dues
To action-man since fear
Of thoughtless acts had me refuse
To take his lead and cut reflection short.

Yet still I’d hesitate to fill his shoes,
The one with thinking-time set near-
To-zero so he’ll thwart
The sicklied cast and persevere
In his resolve lest, should he too long muse
On motives, thought might then cashier
His action-plan and lose
The first-strike chance that comes when we’re
Not primed to have our missions self-abort. 

Hardly your type, you Marxist balladeer,
Not the impulsive, quick-draw sort
Who’ll really put the screws
On conscience if it holds the fort
Against some queasy doubt. Yet ask to hear
What real-life lesson they’ve been taught,
Those followers who peruse
Your words, and they’ll most likely snort
At talk of conscience and reflection’s sphere.

A Hamlet’s case, you’ll say, the one that I’ve
Been extra-careful to equip
With all the appanage
Of bourgeois culture, keen to whip
Things up politically but not deprive
Myself of that acquired blue-chip
Cachet that gives the sage
With leftish views his chance to nip
Across the classes for a catch-up dive.

Don’t get me wrong: it’s no mere ego-trip
On your part and no mindless tutelage
On theirs, the ones who strive
To conquer doubt and so assuage
The consciences that bid them swiftly strip
Away their bourgeois qualms and rage
Against the thoughts that thrive
On their misgivings till the page
Is turned and dialectic gets the snip. 

Great harms ensue when thinkers disengage
The negative, when thoughts arrive
In forethought’s iron grip,
And dialectic’s rules contrive
To quash the prescient microphage
That clears the foulbrood from the hive
Or hastens to unzip
Its counterforce lest they survive
To spring the evils of an earlier age.

That’s what I mean: the Brechtian overdrive
That has your soap-box poems skip
The self-reflective stage
Where tensed negation gives the slip
To those rough summonses that else connive
At gaining, through tame readership,
The tyrant’s right to gauge
Fit followers by how fast they tip
His way as all rehearsals go out live!

Finale

The only philosophy which can be responsibly practised in the face of despair is the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present themselves from the standpoint of redemption . . . . Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange the world, reveal it to be, with its rifts and crevices, as indigent and distorted as it will appear one day in the messianic light.

								‘Finale’

No daybreak gleam this side of darkest night.
What price redemption if not black despair?
Through rifts and crevices it leaps to sight
Like last survivors sending up a flare.

How shield against the messianic light?
It's UVF so exercise some care,
Although such radiant prospects may invite
Exposure past all hope of cell-repair.

'Perspectives must be fashioned', so you write,
To suit a landscape indigent and bare,
Yet in a darkness visible that might
Show new worlds set apart by just a hair.

Let optimists pursue their facile flight,
Like birds' wings beating feebly in thin air,
While pessimists, clued up on our bad plight,
May chance to glimpse the gleam beyond the glare.

Hopes lost or hopes betrayed are those that blight
All wishful thought of our entitled share,
Our future stake in happiness despite
The sceptic's wariness, the cynic's snare.

Leave just that room for hope, however slight,
And see new rifts emerging in the clair-
Obscur of scenes sun-darkened at the height
Where reason sleeps through history's nightmare.

Let heaven-sent utopias requite
The dreams of those with future-faith to spare
Who trust their promesse de bonheur despite
The piled-up wreckage lying everywhere.

The light's fast vanishing, the chinks are tight,
The signs ambiguous, the visions rare,
And all the victims massing to indict
The dream-utopian in his armchair.

Yet light may fall on history's black-and-white
In lucid figurations like a prayer
Redeemed, a chiaroscuro to excite
A sense of hues unknown emergent there.

No measuring finite against infinite,
No way that scales so disparate might square,
Until truth's dawn shows all things heteroclite
Now reconciled yet each beyond compare.


